CutBank
Volume 1
Issue 88 CutBank 88

Article 1

Fall 2018

CutBank 88

Let us know how access to this document benefits you.
Follow this and additional works at: https://scholarworks.umt.edu/cutbank
Recommended Citation
(2018) "CutBank 88," CutBank: Vol. 1 : Iss. 88 , Article 1.
Available at: https://scholarworks.umt.edu/cutbank/vol1/iss88/1

This Full Volume is brought to you for free and open access by ScholarWorks at University of Montana. It has been accepted for inclusion in CutBank
by an authorized editor of ScholarWorks at University of Montana. For more information, please contact scholarworks@mso.umt.edu.

CutBank
88

CutBank

Christopher collins
Courtney Craggett
Henry Goldkamp
Amie Irwin
Allie Mariano
Kim K. McCrea
Kathryn Merwin
Joanna Pocock
Virginia Smith Rice
Daryl Scroggins
Mark Steinwachs
Andrew Szilvasy
McKenzie Zalopany

88

CutBank
88

CutBank is published biannually at the University of Montana by
graduate students in the Creative Writing Program. Publication is funded
and supported by the Associated Students of Montana, the Pleiades
Foundation, the Second Wind Reading Series, Humanities Montana, Tim
O’Leary, Michelle Cardinal, William Kittredge, Annick Smith, Truman
Capote Literary Trust, Sponsors of the Fall Writers’ Opus, the Department
of English, the Creative Writing Program, Kevin Canty, Judy Blunt, Karin
Schalm, Michael Fitzgerald and Submittable, and our readers and donors.

Subscriptions are $17 per year or $27 for two years. Make checks
payable to CutBank or shop online at
www.cutbankonline.org/shop.
Our reading period is September 15 - February 1.
Complete submission guidelines are available online.
No portion of CutBank may be reproduced without permission.
All rights reserved.

All correspondence to:
CutBank
English Department, LA 133
University of Montana
Missoula, MT 59812

Printed by McNaughton & Gunn

Copyright © 2018, issn: 0734-9963, isbn: 978-1-939717-26-9

CUTBANK EIGHT Y-EIGHT
Editor-in-Chief

Interviews Editor

Online Managing Editor

Reviews Editor

Poetry Editors

Special Events

Bryn Agnew

Emma Pfeiffer

Barry Maxwell

Georgia Dennison
Zack Rybak
Aya Satoh

Molly Gray

Jordan Chesnut

Social Media Coordinator
Skylar Salvatore

Fiction Editors

Publication Intern

Liana Imam
Connor McElwee
Taylor White

Jeron Jennings

Nonfiction Editors
Jason Bacaj
Emma Pfeiffer

Readers

Callie Atkinson, Catalina Baker, Michael Byrne, Tommy D’Addario,
Jesse Durovey, Eric Hollen, Miles Jochem, Joe Kirk, Carlos Medina, Silas
Miller, Jennifer Montgomery, Amelia Morand, Miranda Morgan, Emma
Neslund, Anson Nygaard, Peggy Pabustan, Melissa Phelan, Jonathan
Pierce, David Queen, Maren Schiffer, Robin Walter, Kylie Westerlind,
Amanda Wilgus, Riley Woods

Cover

Beach Snack by David Miles Lusk
Digital manipulation by CutBank

CONTENTS
Courtney Craggett | Fiction
1
Dry Border
Kathryn Merwin | Poetry
12 Crow Moon
13 Elegy for Metalworking
Joanna Pocock | Nonfiction
14 Surrender: Who Will Plough My Vulva?
Virginia Smith Rice | Poetry
43 Olivine
Allie Mariano | Winner: Big Sky, Small Prose Flash Contest
		
Selected by Zach VandeZande
44 Water
Daryl Scroggins | Runner-Up: Big Sky, Small Prose Flash Contest
		
Selected by Zach VandeZande
47 Holding His Fire
Kim K. McCrea | Runner-Up: Big Sky, Small Prose Flash Contest
		
Selected by Zach VandeZande
50 A Posture of Grace
Andrew Szilvasy | Poetry
53 Witness Marks
Christopher Collins | Nonfiction
54 Come and Play

McKenzie Zalopany | Poetry
77 Would You Rather Die and Go to Heaven or Nothingness?
Mark Steinwachs | Fiction
78
Paradise Never Lasts
Amie Irwin | Poetry
90
tertial
Henry Goldkamp | Fiction
91
Rut

Courtney Craggett

Dry Border

I

n Odessa, the protestors line the streets, sun rising hot and bright
behind them. They are oil field workers and businessmen, landmen and

lawyers, babies in diapers, holding signs they are too small to lift, words
they are too young to read.
Danny and his father fight their way through the traffic to join the
other day laborers under the pavilions. They gather there every morning,
thermoses filled with coffee, to wait for work, swap stories of their children,
the families they’ve left behind, the new ones they’ve made.
“It can’t be true,” says one.
“Of course not,” says another.
“But who knows,” says a third.
There is a rumor, all anyone can talk about, not twenty-four hours
old, as sudden and surprising as the West Texas wind that stirs up dust
storms and rolls tumbleweeds across the desert. When the Río Grande is
dry, the rumor says, the international border will be dissolved. There will be
no more separation.
“It is almost gone,” Danny says to his father, Juan Ramón. The
Río Bravo. Danny is just a boy, not yet sixteen. He speaks to his father
in Spanish, although his English is strong enough that he could make it
through high school, even go on to college if the risk weren’t too great. He
hasn’t been to the river since he and his father crossed it three years ago, but
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it’s never left his thoughts, that line that determines there and here.
He was twelve when they crossed, still a child but old enough to
work. He left behind his mother, Carolina, his brother, Benigno, and his
baby sister, Mary Fernanda. His father promised he would send for them
once he and Danny worked for a few years and earned money and legal
visas. Since then, they’ve scraped up just enough money to send down to
Mexico, just enough to keep Beni and Marifer in school, to offer them a
better childhood than the one Danny had, but not enough to bring them
up here.
“It’s only a rumor, son,” says Juan Ramón. “Neither side would
sign such a treaty.”
“Why not?” asks Danny.
Juan Ramón reminds Danny of all the people who want to
keep them out, all the fear that would accompany an open border, that
accompanies even a closed one.
“I know,” says Danny, “But the world is changing. It already has.”
Juan Ramón laughs at this, at his son’s ability to hope, but then
again, once the Rio Bravo roared through northern Mexico and kept his
forefathers alive. Now it’s only a weak trickle that snakes through the desert.
“Just don’t get your hopes up,” he says.
Beyond their pavilion, the town is a madhouse of hope and fear
and noise. A church marquise on the corner reads OUR GOD IS A GOD
OF ORDER. PRAY FOR RAIN. Environmentalists pass out flyers asking
for donations, listing steps to save the river. They have been talking for years
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and no one listened until now.
At the intersection downtown, a congregation from one of the
town’s churches has gathered to pass out tracts. “God causes it to rain on the
just and on the unjust,” the pastor shouts, “but this treaty is unjust.” The
crowd claps and the pastor continues. “Join us here every Saturday morning
to pray publically for rain, just like the prophet Elijah. God will show his
power.”
The day Danny and his father left Mexico, they went to the bus
station together, where Juan Ramon counted out bills and coins and asked
for two tickets to Nuevo Leon. He and Danny rode the bus and walked
from there. In the bus station a mother and her three children sat on the
floor sleeping in dusty clothes, their backs against the tiled wall. When the
woman saw Danny looking at her children she nudged her daughter over
to Danny. The little girl put a sticker on Danny’s hand, and he shook it off
so that he didn’t have to pay for it. “I’m sorry,” he told her, and hoped she
understood he had no money either.
Benigno kicked a rock around the station, and Danny kicked it
back to him a couple times. Beni was nine then, and Danny’s best friend.
He wore Danny’s hand-me-down sweatshirt and combed his hair like
Danny’s. Marifer was just learning to walk, and she stumbled around the
bus terminal grabbing onto chairs and smiling at other passengers. Danny
and Beni tossed her back and forth between one another, and their mother
yelled to them to be careful. When the bus driver called for the tickets, Juan
Ramón put his hand on Danny’s shoulder and pointed him toward the bus.
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His mother kissed his head. “Help your papá and remember to
pray,” she said.
Now Beni attends the preparatoria, the first in Danny’s family to
make it past eighth grade. Marifer is in prescholar. On that day before he
boarded the bus Danny hugged her and Beni and said he would see them
soon. “Will you still remember Spanish?” Beni asked him, and Danny said
of course he would.

• • •
“I don’t want to wait,” Danny says to his father now under the pavilion.
“What for what?”
“For the river to disappear,” he says. “For the border to be gone. I
want to do something.”
His father waits, and Danny explains. “It’s so small. What if we
helped to make it smaller? Dried it out or something?”
“You’re crazy,” says Juan Ramón. Even if the rumor were true, he
tells his son, the river can’t be dried so easily. It’s weak out in West Texas, but
stronger in other places. Besides, he reminds Danny, it’s too big a risk, with
their forged documents.
“You will see your brother again,” Juan Ramón says. “If we work
hard enough.”
“That’s not enough,” says Danny. “We need to do more.” Juan
Ramón asks what he has in mind, and Danny knows his father is only
humoring him, but he mentions the many things that are already drying the
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river, things he’s heard the environmentalists talk about for years – the dams
and tributaries, the droughts and plants, the overuse from both Mexico and
the United States. “Maybe we plant some weeds that will dry the river, or
we build a dam here, where the river is already so small.”
“I’m sorry, son,” says Juan Ramón. “We’ve risked too much
already. We can’t throw that away.”

• • •
The desert stars are smeared bright against the sky that night when
Danny sneaks out of his house, grabs the keys to his father’s truck, a map of
Texas that will take him back to the Rio Grande. He feels the river calling to
him, begging him to come home. He has friends here, loves cheeseburgers
and football more than his father ever will. But he remembers waking up in
the mornings with his brother sleeping next to him, Beni’s breath fast and
hot. He remembers the way the highland mountain air smelled, like baking
bread and car exhaust and frying tortillas, how the church bells chimed, and
the buses sputtered down the streets, and shopkeepers splashed soapy water
across the sidewalks and swept it away with a broom. He cannot live like
this any more, torn between this place and that.
He slips his father’s key into the ignition, and the motor coughs
awake.
“Wait,” he hears. His father is pounding the window, opening the
passenger door, climbing inside. He yells at Danny inside the cab. “Where
do you think you’re going?” he asks.
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“I’m sorry, Papá,” Danny says. “You are too afraid, but I’m not,
and I believe the rumor is true.”
Juan Ramón puts his hand on his son’s shoulder. “I’m glad you’re
not afraid,” he says, and he tells Danny of his own fear, the way when they
were crossing the river with other refugees he held his breath against any
sound – every cry or cough or gasp for air – that could alert border patrol,
the way he believed, back when they lived in the mountains of Mexico, that
El Norte was the promised land, that everything would be easy once they
crossed the river.
Danny waits, doesn’t answer right at once. Then he says, “The
rumor is true, Papá. I know it, even if you do not.” He shifts the truck into
drive. “You cannot stop me from going. You can come if you want to.”

• • •
Danny and Juan Ramón drive hours through the desert, under the cover of
night. They dodge rabbits that grow daring and run across the road. A white
owl swoops low in front of their truck. They carry their forged documents
and hope, as they always hope, that if they are pulled over the officers will
not look too closely. When the river is dry these documents will not matter,
Danny thinks, and without the added cost of paperwork and lawyers and
bribes, they will be able to afford to bring their family to Texas safely. “I
know what we are risking,” he says. “I know what we risked back then too.”
They stopped at a hardware store on the way out of town, bought
bag after bag of sand, tarps, plants. Danny had everything planned out,
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and his father shook his head at the money he was spending but did not
stop him. Danny sees in his father’s eyes sometimes the guilt, that of all his
children, Danny was the one who had to sacrifice, that now Marifer and
Beni go to school and live normal childhoods while Danny does not. He
knows that this is the reason his father is indulging him now, an act of love,
of remorse, and not of hope.
In his lap, Danny carries a rosary and a few prayer candles. “I
think Mamá would want us to pray,” he says. They listen to the local
radio stations, normally quiet by this time, but tonight loud and full of
speculations about the rumor of the dry border. Pro-border terrorists have
been arrested trying to open the Elephant Butte Dam in New Mexico to refill
the river, a newscaster reports. Radio preachers warn against the antichrist’s
arrival when all nations are one day united. Environmentalists list steps
to ensure the river’s survival. Economists and anthropologists debate what
would happen financially and culturally if the two countries were to merge.
It would be our destruction, say some. It would be our salvation, say others.

• • •
It’s nearly dawn by the time they reach the river, only a few hours of
darkness left for their work. They pick a spot that seems secluded, sit in the
truck for a moment and listen to the howl of a Western Screech-Owl. “Are
you sure?” Juan Ramón whispers. Danny nods and opens the door. The
moon is small tonight, but the Texas stars light the river and turn the desert
brush around it yellow. Danny walks toward the river, the river he has not

CutBank

•

7

seen in three years. He reaches down and touches the trickle of water, rolls
his pants up and steps in. The water curls around his ankles, his toes sink
in the sand. He stares into Mexico and wades deeper into the river until he
stands in the middle. The water only reaches his shins, the river almost dry.
He stretches out his hands, one to Texas, one to Mexico.
“Come on, son,” his father calls, and he reminds Danny that the
sun will rise soon.
Together they carry the sandbags from the truck and set them on
the bank. The water is only a few feet wide here. Their task will be small.
They work silently, laying the sandbags one on top of the each other in the
river. Once a pair of headlights shine on the distant hills. They crouch low
in the river, although there’s nothing they can do to hide their truck, and
they pray the headlights will not come nearer. “If we are caught, I’m sorry,”
Danny says. He slaps at insects. Overhead a pair of nighthawks circle as
if watching. Their wings flash white as they swoop through the sky. Juan
Ramón stands knee deep in the water and stacks the sand. The river hits the
sand, slows, rises. They keep building. This dam is all that Danny can do
right now to see his family. Build this dam and hope that God recognizes it.
“What would you do if they came here?” Danny asks his father.
“I would take Beni to the high school and show him the auditorium
where he would graduate. Someday I know I will see him cross the stage
there.” Juan Ramón pauses a moment. “I’m sorry you could not finish
school.”
“I know,” says Danny. “Maybe someday.”
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He listens to the desert night, quiet but for the whistling killdeer,
so different from the place he was born. He remembers it well, the way
nights in Mexico are almost as loud as the days, the way the neighbors
watch TV on full volume and dogs bark and banda music plays until the
gas trucks trumpet at dawn. When he first moved to Texas Danny could
not sleep. His father held him tight and said everything would be fine, but
Danny could not breathe in the silence of the West Texas nights.
There are parts of Texas he’s come to love, though, the barbeque
and the desert and the sprawling one-story houses that spill across the land.
He thinks of his coworkers who have become like brothers, and he thinks
of the friends he left behind in Mexico, the crowd of children who would
gather in the evenings to kick a soccer ball around the street. He builds the
dam and hopes that the dry river means he will no longer have to choose.
The last bag is in the river. Danny wades in and joins his father.
They straighten the sandbags, make them even and tall. If God sees, he will
know that they did their best, he will see what this means to them. Already
the river’s flow has stilled. Juan Ramón puts his hand on his son’s shoulder.
They do not speak, listen instead to the sound of the pool filling. In it
Danny hears his mother’s voice calling to him. He hears the noisy Mexican
streets and the still Texas nights. He smells taco stands and barbeque joints,
his old home and his new. He dips his hand in the water once more.
His father turns to leave. “Wait,” Danny says. He says that he
wants to pray. He says his mother would want them to pray. He takes the
prayer candles from the truck and sets them in the sand. He fingers his
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rosary. Juan Ramón joins him but looks reluctant.
“Hijo,” he says. “We need to go.” Danny says it will not be long.
Danny lights the candles, takes out a photo of his brother and sister, old and
faded. He fingers his rosary and recites the Ave María, just as his mother
taught him when he was a boy. “Dios te salve, María, llena eres de gracia.”
Juan Ramón shakes his head a little bit and smiles at his son, the way he still
believes, at least for tonight. He joins in. “El Señor es contigo.” The light
from the candles flickers in the darkness, sparks rising into the desert sky.
Three hours south, a group of refugees struggle through the
desert, thirsty and tired, the water towers that would have saved their lives
shot open by border patrol, spilled across the sand. Along the borders,
children Beni and Marifer’s age are kept shivering in cages. In the Texas
capital, speechwriters are already updating campaign speeches to address
environmental concerns, add promises of river preservation to their
candidates’ platforms. In the Odessa high schools, the students will take
sides, and teachers will wonder, although they’re not allowed to ask, which
ones are legal and which are undocumented, which ones could disappear
any day, sent back to the lives they ran away from. And down in Mexico,
Beni is waking up, combing his hair the way he remembers his brother
combing his, putting on his school uniform, thinking of his brother and
father. Some day he will see them again. He’s sure.
“Santa María, Madre de Dios, ruega por nosotros, pecadores,”
Danny and his father recite together, the boy’s eyes closed, his father’s wide
open to check for headlights on the horizon. “Ahora y en la hora de nuestra
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muerte, Amén.” They make the sign of the cross and watch the candles
burn. The Rio Grande laps at the sandbags behind them. The killdeer
whistles again. From somewhere far away, the wind blows.

CutBank

•

11

Kathryn Merwin

Crow Moon
How is it like this: I crawl
into you, bewildered, dry-tongued. You open
like Pangea, waterlog, drown me. The hard skin
of your back reminds me of coconuts, the silk, the way
my fingers slide beneath the shell to spread
yielding, milky skins. I can wrench one open
with a knife and a mallet. I can break it
apart in my hands, look straight into its hollowness. You
speak to me in tongues through the still rim
of hemispheres. Your cold words ring
through the hollow of this place, of your
body, my own.
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Kathryn Merwin

Elegy for Metalworking
Dear Polish tongue, dear broken
rib, dear machine-man in the darkening
foundry. Your stark frame against the western
dayglow interrupts
the night: you freeze its reckless bleeding, seal it
to yourself, to the rough seam
in you, unthreading. The cold sun halos
the stern fact of you, looking
into me. Dear body
relic, dear welding torch, dear headwind
buttoned into skin: an object in motion will remain in motion,
until another force compels it
to stillness. I want to dissect
you: the flexion
of your wrists, the full strum
of your anger, the stringing
of your tendons. Your hands
move like magic
over metal, shaping, flooding
chemical bonds, until it shapes itself
to the lines of your palms.
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Joanna Pocock

Surrender: Who Will Plough My
Vulva?
As for me, Inanna,
Who will plow my vulva?
Great Lady, the king will plow your vulva.
I, Dumuzi the King, will plow your vulva.
Then plow my vulva, man of my heart!
Plow my vulva!
				
- From an ancient Sumerian poem
EcoSexuality is about honoring the divine sexual nature of our planet and
of us as part of the interconnected web of all existence.
				- Sarah Heartsong

		

1

C

huck picks me up on the dot of 10:00 AM from a house in
Northeast Portland where I am staying with friends. What you

first notice about Chuck are her long unshaven legs, huge blue eyes, easy
smile, and unfaltering politeness. She is open in that American way as if
ready for just about any eventuality: rain, sun, the end of the world. It is
all to be taken in her stride. This is good because Chuck and I are complete
strangers and are about to drive two hours to somewhere called Wahkiacus,
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where Surrender, the fourth Ecosex Convergence, is taking place. It wasn’t
easy finding Chuck. Back home in London, I had given up on getting to
Surrender. I am not a driver and had come up empty-handed after asking
every person I knew in the American West if they or a friend would be able
to ferry a fifty-two-year-old woman to a sex festival. At the last minute,
my partner remembered someone we knew who had recently moved to
Portland. She had a friend who had a friend and so on… which led me to
27-year-old Chuck who had just quit her job and sold a house she had coowned with her ex-fiancé. In her words, she was “out to find freedom.” So
when I suggested that in return for driving me to the Ecosex Convergence,
I would fork out the 230 dollars for a ticket, she couldn’t believe her luck.
We head east along Highway 14, hugging the Columbia River
which cuts through high basalt cliffs strung with thin waterfalls. I am
distracted from the scenery by our conversation. Chuck seems to know
what ecosexuality is—put simply, it is a social movement whose adherents
put their relationship to the earth on equal par with their relationship to
humans. Chuck also tells me she is into the kink scene. She is twenty-five
years younger than I am and identifies as non-binary. I air my concerns
about ecosex—or more specifically, my reluctance to be sexually open with
strangers.
“You’ll just have to get in touch with the untouchable goddess
within you,” Chuck shoots back.
A dirt road after the tiny town of Klickitat takes us up some steep,
sharp switchbacks. We come to a patch of cleared, hard-packed land dotted
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with a few small wooden huts and some open-sided wall tents selling t-shirts
and scarves. Beyond the cleared area is a forest of Douglas fir and oak.
People are hefting coolers and backpacks out of their trunks. As we roll up
to the Surrender reception booth in Chuck’s white Subaru, we are greeted
by three smiling women. They tell us where to park and where we can
pitch our tents. A friendly middle-aged woman with close-cropped red hair,
initiates me by sliding a bit of string around my neck upon which is a small
dangling shell. This represents my chosen pathwork, or course of study.
She then asks if she can hug me, to which I reply, “Yes.”
I stand slightly stunned in the drizzle. The planning that went into
me being here has conspired to make me feel extremely tired. Crossing the
ocean with borrowed camping gear and finding someone who would agree
to drive me were only two of the many logistical issues. But here I am. The
175 people around me look so interesting. So free. So happy. So unlike
me. I am wearing jeans and a heavy fleece to ward off the cold. But there
are people in gauzy numbers, in bikinis, circus pants, flowing dresses, bare
chests, leather straps criss-crossing torsos, hats, tattoos, and tribal piercings.
I am a schoolmistress among mermaids and sprites.

• • •
I first heard the term ecosexuality while reading about Annie Sprinkle,
the porn star, artist, and activist who is said to have coined the term. I had
seen Sprinkle perform at London’s ICA in the mid-1990s when she was
keen to show us all her cervix. She surfaced for me at a point when I was
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weighing up Catharine MacKinnon and Andrea Dworkin’s anti-porn stance
with the more sex-positive attitudes in Sallie Tisdale’s 1995 book Talk Dirty
to Me. Sprinkle’s openness wasn’t something that came naturally to me, and
yet it enticed me. I wanted to be the kind of person who could embrace it.
This ecosex festival has grown organically out of Annie Sprinkle’s mission to
make sex less shameful and environmentalism more sexy.
In their Ecosex Manifesto, Sprinkle and her partner and fellow
artist-activist Elizabeth Stephens write: “We are the Ecosexuals. The Earth
is our lover. We are madly, passionately, and fiercely in love…We treat the
Earth with kindness, respect, and affection…We are skinny dippers, sun
worshippers, and stargazers. We caress rocks, are pleasured by waterfalls,
and admire the Earth’s curves often. We make love with the Earth through
our senses. We celebrate our E-spots. We are very dirty.”
There is a playful and provocative side to Sprinkle and Stephens’
manifesto, but they are serious about raising awareness of the earth’s
degradation at the hands of corporate interests. Their film Goodbye Gauley
Mountain: An Ecosexual Love Story is about their efforts to save Stephens’
home turf in the Appalachian Mountains (the second most biodiverse
region in the world after the Amazon) from mountain top removal
mining practices. But instead of earnest pleas for help, they reframe
environmentalism in terms of love stories, tragedies, dramatic relationship
upheavals, and breakups. It is An Inconvenient Truth directed by Pedro
Almodóvar. This approach may not work for everyone, but it is moving the
fight in another direction and rallying a more diverse group of people.
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Chuck parks the car, and I scour the forest for a flat piece of ground.
I am interrogating myself over my reasons for coming here. If I don’t want to
have sex with strangers, then what the heck am I doing? I am searching for
a way of living on a dying planet with joy. I am searching for how I want to
die. I am searching for a way of making sense of the greed and ugliness that
is destroying the earth. I don’t want to retreat and grow my own vegetables.
I want to find answers. And part of the answer, I think, lies in this vision
of sex and environmentalism embodying a shared landscape. With gender
fluidity and identity politics usurping the old-fashioned politics of the
Left, sexual relationships are changing beyond recognition. Meanwhile the
ground under our feet is being shaped by hurricanes, superstorms, wildfires,
droughts, floods, and all manner of extreme weather events. Ecosexuality
might well be a part of our common future. The playfulness at the heart
of the movement intrigues me. I am also curious about how much ‘eco’ is
in ecosexuality. Perhaps lying somewhere between ecosexuality’s impishness
and its commitment to the earth lies a portal for me to skip through.
Once I have pitched my one-person tent, just big enough for
my sleeping bag and a backpack, I lie down and pull out Wendell Berry’s
The Unsettling of America. I start reading the chapter “The Body and the
Earth”: “While we live our bodies are moving particles of the earth, joined
inextricably both to the soil and to the bodies of other living creatures. It is
hardly surprising, then, that there should be some profound resemblances
between our treatment of our bodies and our treatment of the earth.” I
am astonished by the overlap between Wendell Berry, the author-farmer-
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environmentalist from Kentucky and the sex-positive ecosex movement.
Intersectionality is everywhere. As I read, I can hear laughter and birdsong
and a woman having an orgasm in the woods nearby.
At supper that evening, I sit with Chuck and a handful of others
at a picnic table. The rain is still falling, and we sit on towels, coats, plastic
bags, whatever we can find. It turns out we are all new to ecosexuality. Over
zucchini and asparagus cooked in tahini, someone brings up the idea of
consent and how they can’t quite work out how having sex with the earth
can ever be consensual.
I say, “Well who said you had to do anything to the earth? Maybe
you could let it do things to you.”
They fall silent. One of them says, “You are so right! Like being
rained on.”
“Hey, I like that,” someone else says.
A woman passes around some Ayurvedic seeds for us to scatter on
our food which will help our energy flow.
The guy on my left tells me he is really into sacred clowning. Chuck
gets excited at this idea. It turns out they are in the same pathwork, and it
involves some “jester work.” I zone out but come back to the conversation
when the guy on my left announces that the court clown could “like fuck
with the King and Queen.” I head to the only dry place which is the inside
my tent and make some notes until it is time to convene in the Dome for
our evening’s entertainment.
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The Dome is a Buckminster Fuller-style geodesic structure about the size
of a tennis court. Carpets and cushions are littered about, and coloured
banners hang from metal struts. Sitting in chairs across from the entrance
are the two women who have made Surrender possible: Lindsay Hageman
and Reverend Teri Ciacchi. Lindsay lives at the Windward Education and
Research Center which occupies adjacent land. You can just about see the
center from here, and their goats can be heard bleating throughout the
campsite. Lindsay, fresh-faced, dark-haired, and I would guess somewhere in
her mid-thirties smiles readily and has an easy, but focused manner. You sense
when she puts her mind to things they get done. She begins by welcoming
us to the land, which she says is “happy to have you here.” She tells us a bit
about the Windward Community, “an intentional community dedicated
to loving the land and to loving each other. We embody ecosexuality every
day!” Its members are aligned in their dedication to sustainable living and
an open approach to sexuality.
Teri Ciacchi on the other hand is a sexologist, priestess of Aphrodite,
and holistic spiritual healer in the Living Love Revolution Church. The
Surrender website tells me that she is an EcoMagick practitioner who
“translates the teaching she receives from mycelium (mushrooms), bees,
and stardust into usable social skills for human beings.” She also “generates
sex-positive culture by teaching Cliteracy Salons, Clitoral Revelations, and
Vulvic Explorations.”
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We remove our shoes before taking our places cross-legged on the
floor. Rain is pounding onto the Dome, and the air is moist with sweat and
wet, earthy smells. Teri asks if we want to make a joyful noise, and people
whoop. As an aside, she says maybe folk shouldn’t be naked for our first
meeting as that would be “just weird.”
Teri is about my age. She has difficulty walking and rides a golf
cart. Tonight a leopard-skin pillbox hat (just like the Dylan song) sits atop
her turquoise hair with its pink fringe. She invites us to inhabit our bodies
by doing “the Line, the Cross, and the Circle.” We sit or stand up straight,
our bodies establishing a vertical towards the sky. We are then told to picture
ourselves sending roots or “a monkey’s tail—whatever works for you” down
into the ground. That’s the Line. The Cross is formed by our outstretched
arms, and the Circle is made by rolling our heads.
Once we are grounded, Teri goes on to say that we are “languaging
a lot about the figure 8.” At this point I lose her. The words I manage
to write down are: “We’re being portals”, “We speak regularly with nonhuman living things”, “the elementals”, “the fae.” Then she brings it all
together: “We’ve got to be in relationship with these things. What we want
isn’t more important than what they want!”
Lindsay adds, “We need to listen to them, to do what the Earth is
telling us to do.”
And Teri finishes off the idea: “And with the same rapt attention
as we do with someone we want to fuck.”
A lot of discussion around consent follows. Lindsay tells us to
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repeat after her: “We aim to have zero consent violations!” We repeat it, and
she says, “That felt good!”
There are readings from the Surrender handbook by people in
the audience. Once these are finished, a guy gets up to tell us that we all
need to respect the shrines that are in the forest and in clearings on this
land. There is a shrine to Inanna, the Sumerian precursor to Aphrodite and
Venus. Like her later incarnations, she is associated with love, beauty, sex,
desire, fertility, and war. “It’s really important that you don’t move anything
on a shrine as that can be very traumatic for the person whose object it is.”
People click their fingers and clap in response.
Once the housekeeping is out of the way, it’s time for the icebreakers. We are instructed to move our bodies like jellyfish: “a school of
them! Wiggle!” The two people leading the ice-breaker tell us we are allowed
to make eye contact with people around us. “Questioning eye contact.” Then
we are to turn into lava and move like molten rock, before forming small
groups of around six to eight people. One of the guys in my group looks like
Larry David with impossibly white teeth. He had approached me earlier
and commented on my plimsolls. We laughed at how cloth shoes are the
worst shoes to wear in the rain. After our short chat about footwear, he had
said, “Hey, we should interact sometime.”
“Yes,” I had replied, looking away.
That small exchange made clear to me that I have zero interest
in “interacting” with this man. I have a partner back in London, and now
that I’m on the other side of menopause, my need for men has shifted. I
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see them more as companions, friends, accomplices, rather than people to
seduce or be seduced by. I only really want one lover, and that is the guy I
live with.
I wasn’t always like this.
I was rapacious in my twenties and thirties and led by sex.
Boyfriends accused me of being a nymphomaniac. I was wild and hungry
for experience and had several boyfriends on the go at once. Being sexually
faithful is something that only happened once I had a child in my forties.
Sex for the sake of it has lost some of its appeal, and I am surprised by how
comfortable I am about this new phase in my life. It feels more like a gain
than a loss.
We are told to sit on the floor, close our eyes, and cup our hands.
The moderators silently walk around the room placing edible objects into
our palms: strawberries, cress, zucchini flowers, tomatoes, and grapes.
“Taste, lick, smell, use all your senses. Feed yourselves and each
other!” The dome goes quiet but for some “Yums” and “Mms” and the
licking of lips.
We open our eyes and are told to say our names and for the
members of our small groups to whisper them back to us. We are to make
a gesture and a sound to go with it. I rub my stomach and say, “Yum.”
Everyone in my group repeats this. We place our right hand on our heart
center and our left hand on the back of the person next to us and hum.
We chant “we” and “me” over and over, and the energy in the room rises.
Someone gets up and reads the Mary Oliver poem “Wild Plums,” which I
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hang onto as a return to the world I recognise. Mary Oliver! Sanity! I slip
out before the cuddle circle gets going.
Lying in my sleeping bag, I pray that the tent will hold out against
the lashing rain and high winds. The swaying branches above me are making
me nervous. I hear Chuck walk into a tent pitched about twenty feet from
mine. I had met my neighbours earlier in the day while they set up their
camp: two guys and a woman, all beautiful, tanned, confident, and in their
twenties. Chuck tells them, “Tomorrow I’m doing sacred clowning!” The
strumming on a guitar stops, and a deep voice replies, “I love this world.”
Chuck and the deep voice talk about heading to the smoking lounge, a large
tarp stretched above some chairs and a coffee table. It is the only place where
smokers can gather. I hear the tent unzip.
Someone else in the tent starts strumming Deep Voice’s guitar.
There is more whispering. Then a guy practically shouts, “If you spray it in
your butt hole, you’ll get high!”
More laughter. I finally work out they are talking about “weed
lube,” which another guy says is for your “lady bits.”
A woman asks if it works on your “man bits.”
“I don’t know,” comes the reply.
Then the woman speaks again, “I think my pussy always has the
munchies! It’s hungry and horny!”
I turned twenty in 1985. AIDS had just hit, and the free, open life
I’d been inhabiting in the early eighties seemed like a dream. It became cool
to be celibate. Having sex with people was conducted with the spectre of our

24

•

Joanna Pocock

sick and dying friends hovering around us: people we had gone clubbing
with, taken drugs with, kissed, and fondled. We were still into pleasureseeking, but by then it involved some degree of sadness, fear, or uncertainty,
and lots of condoms. None of this features here. What does feature is a lot
of talk about consent. “We live in a rape culture,” one woman had said
during the meeting that evening. “So we need to create a consent culture.”
We are going to be having a two-hour talk about consent the following
afternoon. I cannot imagine what you can say about consent for two hours,
but even in my short time at Surrender, I am aware that I know nothing
about love and sex in 2017. I hadn’t even heard of weed lube until now. I
fall asleep to the sound of more rain, more laughter, and multiple orgasms.

3

The following morning, I wake to a downpour. My tent is starting to
leak, so I take the dirty clothes out of my backpack and line my nylon floor
with them. My mouth tastes horrible, and everything smells like mildew. I
can see my breath. My will to stay here is starting to crack. Here’s another
thing I am swiftly learning about myself: I want desire to sneak up on me,
to find it in unexpected places. I cannot switch it on or off at will. There
are plenty of beautiful people around me, but the fact that most of them
seem so up for it makes me shut down. The sexiest place on earth for me
is the British Library or somewhere equally buttoned up. All those brains
whirring away, and all those people not thinking about sex. Now that is
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horny.
Breakfast that morning is buckwheat porridge with cryogenic
cherries. The woman next to me tells me about her friend who got
cryogenically frozen for “like a second” as a way of boosting her immune
system. A few people chime in saying they have heard it’s good for you, but
that it’s really expensive. The rain falls into our buckwheat, and I slip away
to brush my teeth.
The first day of my Eco-Magicks pathwork has arrived, and I am
relieved to have a place to go, a place where I can sit and learn something
and not feel inadequate. Those of us doing Eco-Magicks are told to meet at
the entrance to Lillith’s Forest (more on that later) near Inanna’s shrine. Our
group of about fifteen people is led by Teri, who today is wearing a furry
pillbox hat, purple leg warmers, Birkenstocks with socks, and a faux leopard
skin coat. Next to her is a pretty fifty-something witch called Melanie, and
a guy called Benjamin Pixie who is dressed in hand-tanned salmon leather,
and what Teri refers to as his “bee skirt”, a concoction of black and yellow
fabrics sewn in stripes. He is bearded, tattooed, and pierced with tribal
earrings. He has an alert animal intelligence about him.
There are brief introductions. We say our names and also the
pronouns we would like people to use when addressing or referring to us.
I say that I am fine with “she” and “her.” Many people here prefer “they.”
One woman says she has started using “zhe,” whose object form is “zhim,”
and possessive form is “zher.” It is an archaic, non-gender specific, Chinese
pronoun. The “zh” is pronounced like the second “g” in “garage.”
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We are given an alchemical potion called “Saturn’s Anchor or the
Embodiment of Rooted Desire.” I think I hear Benjamin say it is made with
ground elk antlers and dinosaur bones. Benjamin speaks like a prophet, in
a quick staccato. He is passionate about the earth and the honey he makes,
the mead he brews, the skins he tans. In his relationship to the earth, he
will “fuck up” but “mistakes are the beginning of knowledge.” His brain
is a rapid-fire machine, and he talks about the natural world as if reciting
poetry that has been dredged up deep from a bog or the inside of a tree. He
is someone who has the practical skills needed to live in the wilderness. He
is someone I wouldn’t mind being stuck on a desert island with.
Melanie then introduces herself. She is soft-spoken, with wispy
reddish hair, pale skin, and fine features. She is a high priestess in the Sylvan
tradition of witchcraft, which emerged in the 1970s in Northern California
as a way of life that honours nature. An elderly gentleman in our group
puts his hand up and asks about the ritual of mixing semen with blood
and drinking it. Melanie tells us this was used in blood magic, but that
nowadays the concoction is yogurt and pomegranate or cranberry juice.
“It’s safer.”
We are asked to visualise a Sheela-na-gig, the Celtic female figure
with a large, open vulva, to “let her come to us.” The images in my mind
are pathetic: the witch from my daughter’s illustrated Hansel and Gretel
followed by the animals in the Disney version of Snow White. I feel
utterly deficient. Teri and Melanie discuss how important it is for us all to
connect with our non-human ancestors and plants. “They can guide you,”
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Melanie says. Teri adds that our ancestors would have “listened to plants,”
but that “monoculture, monotheism, and monogamy” have destroyed this
communication.

• • •
In the Dome that afternoon, we gather for the consent talk. It is 4:00 PM,
and people are dancing to loud house music. The rain is still falling, and the
air inside the dome is thick and damp. Teri is rapping into a mic, “It only
takes one individual to start a revolution!” Participants are hugging, lying
on their backs with their feet in the air. As the Dome heats up, more people
are stripping off and swirling in ecstatic, naked dancing. I sit at the edge of
the Dome next to a woman in a lawn chair. She tells me she is a Buddhist
and, like me, doesn’t seem keen to get up and dance. I don’t feel judged for
not taking part. I feel ungenerous.
Lindsay and Teri are sitting where they were last night. As we are
about to begin, Lindsay announces she wants to run naked in the rain.
“Well, do it then!” Teri tells her. About a dozen people stand up and run
outside to feel the rain on their bodies.
Once they are back, the lectures begin. There is talk of body
sovereignty. The Jesuit philosopher Teilhard de Chardin gets a mention
as does the writer and activist bell hooks. There is a discussion about the
colonising of the very land we are sitting on. The whirlwind lecture and
presentation could be a liberal arts college course called “Gender and
Ecology in Post-Colonial Times.”
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We are encouraged to engage with the earth and not to deny our
part in the colonisation of it but to move beyond that thought by getting
in touch with our own ancestors, with our own histories. Place is a big part
of this movement. We not only need to feel grounded, we need to know
where we come from. A woman stands up and tells us she was raised by
radical hippies, and she struggles “with the idea of going back to the land.
The global population is so high. We can’t all go back to the land!”
Lindsay replies, “Solutions have to be place-based. It isn’t one size
fits all.”
It’s time for the consent talk. “We are creating a new culture here.
Part of its soil is consent. We’re building it into the soil,” says one of the
three people leading this presentation. Subtleties are outlined in various
hugging techniques. When someone asks you for a hug, are you expecting
the two-second “greeting-style hug” or one of those long, constricting ones?
They illustrate this with play-acting. They talk about the feeling that comes
from someone’s body when they are saying “yes.” I find it strange that we
have come to a place where this all needs to be outlined. How have we
moved so far from being able to understand each other?
We are reminded to continually check in with ourselves and that
“consent for one activity is not consent for others.” The speakers tell us to be
aware of “pop-up boundaries” which are described as akin to “stepping on a
rake.” The difference between “consent” and “compliance” is explained.
We list situations that can get in the way of consent, such as being
drunk, stoned, or in a “trance state.” Environmental factors like being in the
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dark also prevent full consent.
I can see how this will take two hours.
If we ask someone to do something with us and they say “no,” we
are given some appropriate responses, such as “Thank you for taking care of
yourself ” or “Thank you for being true to your authentic boundaries.”
One woman stands up and says how sick and tired she is of her
kids having to “go kiss Grandma.” Her kids don’t want to kiss Grandma,
and it feels like coercion. She gets applause.
Then Lillith’s Forest is brought up. This is the twenty acres of
woodland set aside for consensual group sex or any kind of consensual
sex play you can think of. But you must negotiate with your partners
beforehand. A “Negotiation Station” is set up just outside the Forest for
this purpose. And if things escalate, and you want to go further or try some
new things, you need to leave the forest and renegotiate before heading back
inside. I am told by a woman sitting next to me that there were two consent
violations last year. Nothing big but enough for the organisers to make sure
everyone feels safe.
The meeting comes to an end after some more play-acting,
exercises, and questions from the audience. The rain hasn’t stopped. I head
to my tent in my soaking wet shoes, my soaking wet coat, and my soaking
wet bag. Lying on my sleeping bag (the one thing that remains dry), I unzip
the front flap of my tent and squeeze out the dirty clothes that have been
absorbing the water on my tiny floor.
I am disturbed by what I have just witnessed and am trying to pin
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down why. It all seems so logical, and yet it feels there is something crucial
missing. Consent, for me, de-eroticises desire. I think about the thrill of sex
in my twenties, of not knowing where I would wake up and with whom.
How wonderful it was to trust the person or people I was with to not go
beyond what I wanted, and how sometimes I did go beyond and was elated
that I had. I can’t imagine finding sexual fulfilment by negotiating every
step, every move, and kiss. Some of us want to lose control and inhabit the
unbounded mystery of bodies at play.
When we hook up with someone, we are hooking up not just
with their body, but with their morals, their sense of decency, their ability
to read our body language and understand our words. But are we not also
hooking up with their indecency, their perversity? And here is my problem
with consent culture: sex for some of us needs to be spontaneous, dark,
unwholesome, and with an element of surprise for it to be arousing. This
self-policing in the arena of sex feels anathema to its essence. In discussions
around sex today, there is rarely a mention of pleasure or desire—these are
subsumed into “yes” and “no” answers as if all the information you need
from your sexual partners can be found in a multiple choice test.
There are indeed good reasons for steering clear of the nonconsensual: sexual abuse is all too real. We are seeing its pervasiveness now
more than ever. But paradoxically by placing the emphasis on consent,
we are placing the responsibility onto individuals to avoid rape and abuse
rather than seeing it as a broader societal ill. As I am thinking all this, I
realise I am old, romantic, and very out of touch. I still like to feel there are
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elements within myself and others that can surprise, enchant, and disturb
me. In fact, I want there to be these places inside myself.
While the rain pings against my tent, I recall an interview I did
in 2015 with the writer Sarah Hepola. We were talking about her book
Blackout which deals candidly with her alcoholism and its impact on her
sex life and her writing. In the introduction, Hepola describes her route
to becoming a feminist: “Activism may defy nuance, but sex demands it.
Sex was a complicated bargain to me…It was hide-and-seek, clash and
surrender, and the pendulum could swing inside my brain all night: I will,
no I won’t: I should, no I can’t…My consent battle was in me.”
Here is heart of the debate: our consent battles are inside us.
“Feminism today is about identity politics and consent. We didn’t
use the word consent in the 80s, and now it’s everywhere,” she had told me
during our conversation. When your consent battle is within you, how can
it be legislated for? There’s the rub.

• • •
Supper happens quickly. It’s still raining, and the eating area is drenched.
I am thinking of leaving the festival as the rain has penetrated almost
everything, and the floor of my tent is slick with a centimetre of water. I
have a word with Chuck about leaving the next morning, and she looks
distraught. She didn’t get any sleep, and has that energetic glow from having
been up most of the night.
“OK,” I tell her. “But if the inside of my sleeping bag is wet by

32

•

Joanna Pocock

tomorrow, we’re leaving.”
She agrees.
That evening we are back in the Dome for a performance. It is a reenactment of the Sumerian myth of Inanna and the Huluppu tree from The
Epic of Gilgamesh. As I am watching this tale of female power and fertility
triumphing over man’s destruction, something very strange happens. I feel
something between my legs. It is wet. I run to the outhouse in the pouring
rain and see that I am bleeding. Not just spotting, which is how my period
came to an end last year, but gushing. All this talk of nature, sex, ancestral
pathways, the goddess Inanna, consent, orgies, and weed lube has brought
back my period. I head to my tent where “just in case,” I had packed a few
pads. My head is throbbing. I am impressed that despite my reluctant mind,
my body has decided to show me that it’s listening.
The next morning as I am walking to the outhouse, I realise I
haven’t got any tampons. I pass someone in the forest and ask if they know
where I might find some. This person smiles at me and says, “Hey, I don’t
get my periods anymore. You can have these!” They reach into their pocket
and pull out three tampons. There is no way of knowing whether the people
you meet here have ever bled, are still bleeding, never did bleed, want to, or
don’t. We have moved beyond the simple assumptions around our biology.
There is something strangely touching about this, as if we are in the process
of stripping away some of our communal skin to reach a very young and
raw humanity. We are children in this forest, in this new world, and maybe
this is why consent is so important. We are working it all out for the first
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time.
The rain is still falling, but the sky seems to be lightening. We
gather for our pathwork chanting “Great Mother, Grandmother, Great
Grandmother” to invoke our ancestors. Teri is stark naked but for a necklace
and a robe falling open around her ample, curvaceous body. She talks about
how there is no escape from our ancestors: “Their blood is your blood, their
DNA is your DNA, their success is your success. We need to undo the mess
in our bloodlines, to undo the harm being done to the Earth. We need to
take on this work, to tend to the hungry ghosts.”
She then passes around one of her sacred oils. A few drops of it
on our tongue will encourage safe passage from one sphere to another. She
speaks of epigenetic trauma: “If you are doing ancestral work, there will be
magic. If a spirit comes to you, ask them to identify themselves.”
We lie on the ground, and Teri talks us into what I can only
describe as a trance state. I don’t remember anything of what she says, but I
do remember what I see: I go through my mother’s side of the family. And
through her mother. To Ireland. There is a path lined with straw, and the
name Maria surfaces. My body takes on the shape of an Irish St. Brigid’s
cross. Maria is tending the fire. Teri brings us back from our trance state, and
I am not sure what has just happened. A woman from our group is sobbing
hysterically. She is escorted into the forest, naked, howling, and screaming.
Melanie comforts her and escorts her back to us, and we complete our
pathwork together. The session comes to an end.
In my tent later, I hear crickets. I look out and see swallows
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circling overhead. The weather has turned. I have also been told of the
Venus Lounge, which serves coffee in the morning. Things are looking up.
The next day, I head straight for the coffee drinkers. The caffeine
hit feels illicit. I am surrounded by people my age and older. A guy in his
twenties shows up. He is dressed in zebra print leggings and a green velvet
smoking jacket. If you were to blend a young George Michael with Puck
from A Midsummer Night’s Dream and throw in some tribal piercings, you
would get Thumbs. He describes himself as a “peripatetic communitarian.”
All his belongings fit into his pick-up, and he travels from one intentional,
or alternative, community to another offering his services. He tells me he
has just been to the Farm, the well-known community, which started in
1971 when eighty school buses and assorted vehicles brought 320 hippie
idealists to a cattle farm in central Tennessee. The banner on their band bus
read “Out to Save the World!” Thumbs also spent time at Twin Oaks in rural
Virginia, which was founded in 1967 and is now home to 90 adults and
15 children. The millennials he knows are on the move and experimenting.
This nomadism is as much a seeking to find their place as a survival tactic.
They are looking for ways to live on a planet whose background hum is one
of mass extinctions, including our own. They are trying to find stability in
a society with no center. He is smart and articulate, and like many of the
twenty-somethings I speak with here, he is holding two opposing ideas in
his head: that there may not be a liveable planet in his lifetime and that he
wants to have a productive life despite this. These are ideas I did not have to
grapple with in my twenties.
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After coffee, I head to my final Eco-Magick session. We check in
with each other, and someone says they had a miscommunication with a
spirit the night before. People nod. The lecture today is on deities. Teri tells
us that “the gods are living out their lives through us.” She reinforces that
we “need to choose the tradition from which we choose our gods. They can
sometimes come to us over time.” After yesterday’s vision, I am beginning
to understand.
We are led again in a guided visualisation on ground drier than
yesterday’s. This time, I go deeper. I see a young woman giving birth in
a hovel with a floor strewn with straw. There is always straw, and a fire
burning in the hearth. She is still in my maternal grandmother’s lineage
in Ireland. A man dressed in black, a Catholic priest perhaps, stands by
the bedside. When the baby appears, he strangles it for being born out of
wedlock. He feels he is doing the young mother a favour, but the woman
is distraught. Also by the bedside is Brigid. She is furious that the baby has
been murdered.
Teri brings the meditation to a close and astonishes me by knowing
that I saw Brigid.
“How did you know I saw her?” I gasp. She says I mentioned it
yesterday, but I don’t remember that. Much of what Teri tells me about
Brigid makes sense of my vision. Brigid is the goddess of childbirth, straw,
mother’s milk, writing, and the protectress of women. There are other things
from my past that come to light such as the fact my mother had wanted to
call me Brigid, but my father won with Joanna. And so much more that I
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cannot write about. And then I wonder if I am going crazy.

4

That afternoon, I sit in a field. What is niggling at me is how sexuality
and environmentalism are linked—in a Venn diagram, what would be the
middle lozenge joining the “eco” with the “sex?” I am just starting to see that
ecosexuality is a multifarious, many-tentacled beast. It can be fucking in
the woods, a cuddle pile in a tent, naked forest bathing, a sensual massage,
the wind up your skirt, a vision quest, or feeding an altar with your semen
or menstrual blood. Its close links to paganism give it a strong mystical
dimension. And this is where our “ancestral work” comes in. To connect
with the land profoundly, one has to connect with where one has come
from. The ecologically minded want to get close to the earth, honour its
fecundity, explore and share the indigenous rituals around it, but want to
do so without appropriating them. Some get in touch with their roots by
researching their genealogy, while others do it through ancestral channelling,
which brings in elements of magic, myth, and story-telling.
If you allow yourself to get in touch with your pre-Christian
ancestors, you are then open to the freedom associated with pagan worship,
gods, goddesses, wild stories, orgies, and ecstatic dance—or in other words,
sex and physical ritual. Things are starting to coalesce into some kind of
coherence for me. Environmental mysticism is what I am seeing around me.
After my pathwork, Teri senses I am shaken by the whole thing.
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She tells me she’d be happy to talk to me later in the smoking lounge.
That evening after supper, I head up there. She is holding court, chatting
to some people about hydroponics and permaculture, herbal tinctures and
the history of BDSM. A woman is saying that there should be a pathwork
devoted to sex workers. I wait for a lull in the conversation, and Teri turns
to me as if to say, “And, so?”
I blurt out that I was upset by the fact that I seemed to know how
to go into a trance state without being told how.
“You’ve never done it before?” she asks.
I shake my head.
“Wow. And you saw all that?”
“Yes,” I say.
“You’re a natural!” she laughs.
I then tell her what I have never told anyone before: throughout
my life I have been approached by people who tell me I am psychic. My
eighth-grade science teacher Mrs. Peat took me aside one day and told me
that she had been born with a “second sight.” She could tell I had been too.
I mention how Mrs. Peat knew I was the seventh child, and that I had been
born on the seventh of May. Teri laughs.
“And I often know things are going to happen before they do,” I
tell her.
“What have you done about it?” she asks.
“Nothing.”
“Why?”
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“Because I don’t believe in it. I am a rationalist,” I tell her.
Teri encourages me to do some work on my ancestors, to get to
know them, and to get in touch with the sides of myself I haven’t wanted to
in the past. It all seems mad, and I am finding it hard to understand how I
can have been sucked into this way of thinking. I have had enough talking
for one night. The circuitous conversations around me have scrambled my
brain. I don’t want a cigarette. I don’t want a hug or a cuddle or to be
humiliated or spanked. I want my bed. I walk to my tent under the stars.
They are bright tonight and the air, finally, is warm.

5

On the last day of Surrender, I witness ten people marry the Earth. Some
spit into the ground, some writhe in the dirt, some have written moving
elegies to the planet. After the ceremonies, we gather to dance. The sun is
beating down, and I stand outside the circle under the shade of a Douglas
fir. Some of the dancers are ecstatic, many are naked. There is drumming,
chanting. As people scatter in the woods for a last fuck, cuddle, laugh, or
story, I realise that what is going on here really is a quiet revolution. What
I have been living these five days is not some nostalgic harking after the
past, but a desire to create a different future. Most ecological movements
look back. Some communities model themselves after an agrarian idyll
from a hundred and fifty years ago: the life of the homesteader growing
their food, keeping goats, making their own soap, and raising bees. Some
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communitarians go even further back, to our Palaeolithic ancestors with
their migration, their foraging, replanting of seeds, hunting, and braintanning of hides as their baseline for the Good Life. What all rewilders, offgridders, ancestral skills practitioners, and those seeking to live in harmony
with the planet have in common is a nostalgia for a world that once existed
but is now lost.
The striking thing about the ecosex movement is its insistence on
looking forward. Social change in their eyes is needed to envision a planet fit
to be lived on. Their focus on consent is perhaps necessary for the uncharted
waters they are diving into. Nostalgia is replaced by excitement over what
the world can be. Who cares what it once was? Ecosexuals are not trying to
recreate some lost Eden, but are instead imagining a whole new one with
a whole new society better suited for survival. Yes, they all drive cars, and
most of them rely on technology—a Surrender Facebook page exists. But
they do not profess to be off the grid. For ecosexuals, society needs to be
reimagined before the planet can be saved. It is an approach that stands out
from the others. Unlike so many ecologically based movements, this one is
not misanthropic—it celebrates humans, rather than wishing them dead for
their planet-killing ecocidal ways.
Back in Portland, I am still making sense of my five days of
Surrender. I am somewhat disappointed that I did not want to run off
with the proverbial circus. Unlike some of the rewilders I have met who
have made me consider renouncing all my belongings, hop on a horse, and
replant the wild gardens of the West, the Ecosex Convergence did not make
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me want to join a polycule, grow my leg hair, and get down with the weed
lube.
On the plane to London, I am still reading Wendell Berry. Although
The Unsettling of America is primarily about agriculture, his section on the
relationship between the body and the earth resonates forty years after
he wrote it: “The question of human limits, of the proper definition and
place of human beings within the order of Creation, finally rests upon our
attitude toward our biological existence, the life of the body in this world.
What value and respect do we give to our bodies?…What connections or
responsibilities do we maintain between our bodies and the earth?…We
come from the earth and return to it….It is hardly surprising then that
there should be some profound resemblances between our treatment of our
bodies and our treatment of the earth.”
By linking our bodies to the ground we walk on, we are unifying
our struggle with that of the planet. Therein lies the center of the Eco/Sex
Venn diagram. I am no ecosexual. I am not going to marry a mountain or
lick a moss-covered stone, but I will happily align my actions to the needs
of the planet. Not to do so would be mad. What is the sane response to the
industries, individuals, and governments getting rich from the extraction
of minerals, the burning of fossil fuels, the poisoning of oceans, and felling
of ancient forests? It remains to be seen how this plays out, how much of
the future of the planet relies on how we have sex and reproduce. But by
wresting sex from procreation, we are also opening up the debate about
population. Fewer people on the planet means less consumption and

CutBank

•

41

less resource depletion. Putting the earth before human procreation is a
necessity.
After my week in the woods with 175 ecosexuals, I see that they
are the future. Like it or not, gender is breaking down, consent is rising
up, and the planet is dying. How do we want to spend the next decades
on mothership Earth? Dancing naked in a forest might just be one of the
sanest responses to the melting ice caps. There may even come a time when
dancing naked in a forest is one of the only choices we have left.
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Virginia Smith Rice

Olivine

The surf is a battering,
brutalized sound, and all at once
the ocean is old for its age, agitated by its own
exhaustion. But beneath the sea is another
sea not yet turned to water. It lifts us in its hours,
dissimilar and intimate.
We hardly notice, shrugging our bare
figures sketched on the shore, immersed in deferment.
Cliffs, with their sad-mouthed caves and luckless
candor, are painfully real next to us –
brill-brined, clotted with touch,
they sicken and contract. And the green
gravel stacked in our heads? It takes all we have
not to kick it up, spread it around.
Look at us posed here, a host of ringwoodites
grinning by our castles. Locked in our cells
we carry our moment of sea
and catastrophe. We are drown, dissolve, release –
that bloom-flash of contact, when one body swallows
another without resistance, and all at once.
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Allie Mariano

Water

- Winner: Big Sky, Small Prose Flash Contest -

T

he cement steps disappear into Pontchartrain brack and Mississippi
mud. A flock of shock-green parakeets roost on the rail. Our kayak is

chained to its posts. We’re lucky we built houses seven feet off the ground.
The higher the house, the closer to God. Murder is down; petty crime is up.
This is a roguish, half-governed place.
A little skiff approaches with three teenage boys. They hold a
sousaphone, a trombone, a snare drum. They look ahead, somber. The snare
drummer raises one stick in greeting. The sousaphone player takes a deep
breath and presses his lips to the mouthpiece. His cheeks dimple. “St. James
Infirmary” moans from the horn: slow, mournful, in a minor key. Let her go,
let her go. God bless her.
When the water started rising, the rich by the lake with their
nice brick homes and their carports were SOL. The rest of us lifted our
shotguns. We scooped sand and lifted and scooped sand and lifted, and a
couple people made a few more feet. Then, they rounded us up, they made
us leave; they told us the city would soon be gone.
Today, we climb in the kayak and follow the band. We pass the
cemeteries first. As the water rose, the crypts stayed put. Bodies seeped out,
bone laced with remnant flesh floated amongst the graves. Now, statuesque
angels stand tiptoe on the water, a concrete stag looks out over the water-
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imbued city. A popular tourist attraction, these cities of dead. Now there
is nothing, and the tourists won’t be deterred, enchanted as they are by the
ravaged. A parakeet flies overhead and settles on the nose of our craft. Three
more follow suit. The brass band speeds up; the sousaphone player keeps
playing. When I die, please bury me in a top hat. The sky is gray and threatens
rain.
Down the street, Canal, as it is, past the half-submerged pedestal
where Jeff Davis once stood. The corner bar, the Holy Ground, took water
and held it. Its doors are gone; its insides fully flooded. Past the hospital
complex, under the highway, must and mildew scented. Fat droplets fall
on our heads. Ahead, the tallest buildings rise from the water like lifeless
cypress. On the left, the Quarter, deader than it’s ever been.
We came back, like we always come back, even though they said
it was gone. All the wood was damp and spotted black, nothing bleach
couldn’t cure. They told us we couldn’t take any more water, not for a
decade. This flood will just drain into the coast. It sounds like bullshit.
Ahead, the levee separates this lake-city from the river. Once dirt
and grass, it is piled high with sand bags. On the other side, a Mississippi
steamboat bursts with people. They shoulder each other to see the drowned
city; those in front clasp the rail and look out in wonder. They look well fed.
It’s early, and this band is smart. The tuba has stopped its solo second line,
and the boys don’t look at each other. The snare player counts off, steady,
and they begin. Joyful. You’d never guess the tuba warmed up on a dirge.
The tourists clap. An older man on the boat knows the lyrics and
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claps his hands. This is all we’ve got. Everything is water. They throw food
into the boat: packaged cookies, apples, cans of Coke. We can taste the
syrup. We could climb on board, abandon ship, find a new place. Somehow,
the water suits us. The scavenging and the singular pursuit of survival. It
seems better to stay. The parakeets fly up and land on the boat’s awning. It
feels sad, but they will come back.
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Daryl Scroggins

Holding His Fire

- Runner-Up: Big Sky, Small Prose Flash Contest -

B

efore he died from spilling bug killer on himself, Mr. Gallardo would
show us neighborhood kids his command center. If you knocked and

offered to mow his lawn or clean his gutters, anything, he would open his
door and tell you to come on in. Most of his house never had any lights on.
What he liked to show off was in a room with a world map on the
wall, where bright tube lights made you squint. There were racks of rifles
and shotguns in there, and a long table that looked like it was made out of
pistols. He made his own bullets at a table on the other side of the room,
and he showed us special kinds he had invented himself—some he said
could never be sold, even in America. He had a 4 gauge shotgun shell he
said was filled with glass eyes. He had a pistol cartridge with a star-shaped
slug that he said would turn into metal spaghetti on impact. I think he had
some magical beliefs too, because he said he had a shell that Would Not Fire
unless you said a secret word before pulling the trigger, and a pistol that, if
stolen, would fire the first time the muzzle lined up with the thief ’s face.
We compared stories after he died, and we had all asked him what
gun he would use on a Tyrannosaurus Rex. He had it in the crawl space
under his closet floor. The barrel was as long as he was tall, and instead of
a stock it had a trailer thing with wheels that unfolded, and it had chains
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and metal stakes to keep it from rolling back too far when it was fired.
Whenever someone asked him if he had ever shot it, he always said he
would not have a gun he had not fired. I was the one who had to go and ask
him how that could be true, if the new gun you buy has never been fired
before you shoot it, you own it and haven’t fired it. I think that hurt his
feelings. He stopped letting me in, and everybody says that was the start of
him not being so friendly. I said I was sorry, but they all said who could tell
what might make a guy like that go twitchy.
But I think maybe a question can kill you. One that has the magic
in it that has a way of slipping up on a person like a little piece of dirt in
your mower’s gas tank.

• • •

An ambulance came, and they took him out of there, and then the bomb
squad came for the gunpowder. There was yellow tape all over the place and
extra locks put on all around, but Mr. Gallardo had shown us The Tunnel. A
tunnel works both ways if you know where the booby traps are, and we did.
He had said he didn’t have any family, so we figured it would be a shame to
see the police get everything when they already had a SWAT team.
Someone said the funeral home director let a story slip out about
what happened when Mr. Gallardo was cremated. There were some loud
popping noises while he was in there going up in smoke, and when they
raked up the ashes to put in an urn they found an almost melted .22
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derringer. It was a mystery, but we figure he knew he’d be going to the
hospital when he called 911, and he didn’t want to go unarmed. So he, you
know, did what people do when they hide drugs.
As far as I know the T. Rex gun is still there. It would be hard to
get it through The Tunnel, so you would have to take it right out the front
door. I bet there’s at least one pistol still in there too.

• • •

Sometimes, I dream about that big gun in the crawl space, and
it’s always the same dream. There’s a family like mine living in that house,
and aliens are invading, everything blowing up and people screaming, and
everybody runs to hide under the floor. Someone shines a flashlight on
boxes and boxes of ammo stacked up all around. They are wondering what
it’s for when the spotlight finds it—the only gun that will make you feel safe
again when you don’t know what world the trouble is coming from.
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Kim K. McCrea

A Posture of Grace

- Runner-Up: Big Sky, Small Prose Flash Contest -

A

pril shattered at my feet, a barnacled shell salvaged from a maze
of days, days battling kelpies at the bottom of the sea. This morning,

I look up to see it is May. The grass is thick, riotous and defiant. The buds of
the honey locust tree, the last leaves to unfurl, open fists of gold, the misers.
Rosemary is blooming and the rhododendrons shine like starfish. A black
crow flies east against a white cloud, blue sky. I am prone to seasickness. I
am back on land.
On the first day of April, I sat at my father’s cluttered kitchen table
and clutched the edges like a tipping raft, fighting to keep my balance.
In my father’s house, keeping watch. Walk him, faltering and wizened,
to the toilet. Inspect his leavings expecting to read an oracle: tea leaves, this is,
omens found in flights of birds. In two weeks, he will be the same age as his own
mother when she died, died at last, alone and unmoored in a house of strangers
caring for the old and unanchored. Stand watch. Old men enduring assaults on
their flesh to repair the rending of time threatening to choke the bowels. Slipping
backward, further under the waves, with each incision and intrusion--glasses
of water, pills of different colors, oatmeal and soup, laundry to wash away the
blood and urine, a cane, a heavy walker, a cane, a slow recovery, if it comes,
silver hair a broken halo from hours upon the pillow, bandages on his head
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where he slipped and fell and bled. I sit alone and keep watch. Three days ago,
a tiny golden bird hit the window above me and broke its neck. I put it in a
box to see if it would survive, somehow. Later, I wrapped it in a shroud of paper
towels and whispered a small prayer for forgiveness, for the waste, my sorrow.
Ask pardon.
My father was sinking below me, fading into the distance, sifting
down in the murk at the bottom of the sea. I tucked him in bed and kissed
him goodnight. I stood watch. The next day, I maneuvered him somehow
back into the hospital. Each morning, I stopped at the hospital cafeteria
and cheated the self-serve espresso machine into adding an extra shot to
my latte. I tipped the cashier extra because I felt guilty. I drew the curtains
around the hospital bed, straightened the blankets, and consulted the
nurses. I asked for clean towels and soap, filled the plastic tub with warm
water, and swished a washcloth through it. I sat beside the bed and read my
book. Gradually, Dad got stronger. Kicking toward the quivering surface,
we struggled upward.
Some hours, while I sat with my father, I read from Home by
Marilynne Robinson. The novel is set in Iowa, in a small town called
Gilead. The author’s spare language, with lines as lean as an Amish chair,
is often difficult for me to grasp. I must read a paragraph several times to
take its meaning, sounding out each sentence like a primer. Perhaps it’s a
difference in vernacular, a syntax of rhythms that is unfamiliar to me, or the
gentle piety of Midwestern pastors that is foreign. I’m still working my way
through the book.
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It is the idea of grace that Robinson returns to like chaining
psalms. “Assuming a posture of grace,” is a phrase I read and ponder as I
sit with my father. I conjure Isadora Duncan draped in a sheer pale gown
striking an arabesque. And what is grace? What does it mean to assume a
posture of grace?
Recovery was slow, yet steady. In the middle of the month after
he was discharged, we celebrated Easter and his 85th birthday together.
With a posture of grace, first comes the possibility of forgiveness. And, with
forgiveness, then comes the possibility of understanding, Robinson goes
on to write. I have come to realize a posture is not a pose, but a raw and
persistent readiness, that grace is simply, but not only, a tender embrace of
mercy. I return to the idea as I stand in the garden, pondering how we broke
the surface in our embrace and found footing again. As I’m pulling up long
blades of grass, I notice the grape leaves are unfolding. The new green leaves
are edged in rose.
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Andrew Szilvasy

Witness Marks
Before he died, my father left the carcass
of a birds-eye maple table
in the basement, witness marks all laid out
for a drop leaf when the cancer
came, smoothing the round edge of his paunch
with its hand plane. Deathgray, the fat
man began to hate the smell of thyme
and onion, the texture of scallops.
When my mother moved we used it as a bier,
one leg missing and the top
barely proud of the apron, to remove
the last awls and adzes from
the cellar, bore them all up those long steps
to the cold light and set them
on our old sidewalk to wait for a stranger
who might never show up.
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Christopher Collins

Come and Play
Senior Rater: Selected to Commandant’s List for Academic Excellence. He
will be a tremendous platoon leader.

M

•

y injury is one with an alliterative cause—an internal brainbashing within the skull. Put a large, ripened cantaloupe into a

paint shaker and press “on,” then “off,” then “on,” then “off.” And then
press the paint shaker button a few more times. The physician at the VA
hospital in Cincinnati tells my wife and me the traumatic brain injury is a
result of a “coup-contrecoup concussion.” Its name magnetizes the air that
surrounds the chairs where we sit. Dust particles suspend in morning light,
slipping through aluminum blinds. I cannot help but smile at the diagnosis,
the way in which its name immediately captivates all my concentration. It’s
the cacophony of the “k’s.”

• • •
In March 2009, the wind gusts at the central Indiana drop-zone (DZ) are
high. Much higher than twelve knots, some bursts of the early spring air are
cresting above twenty. Jumping is only allowed when the air current steadies
at twelve knots or below. But each one of us are “jump hurts”—reservist-
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paratroopers behind in our mandatory four parachute jumps per year. We
need this jump. I need this jump. Or the Army will dock my pay for the
next year to recoup the money already given to me. Twelve times $150 is
a large sum of money to give back. What I have learned in my seven years
in the military is that the Army provides slowly, but it’s one that extracts
promptly.
The Indiana DZ itself is breakneck—a small, hilly circle of green
peppered with broken tree branches and various-sized stumps surrounded
by autumn maples full of leaves. During my last jump at the location in
2006, I didn’t even float into the circle. From the Blackhawk, I twisted
in the air, drifting 400 meters west from the DZ, straying over a concrete
access road before sinking—my body tight, knees slightly bent, elbows and
forearms rotated forward in front of my face—into a nest of leafless trees
that thrusted their thick branches into my abdomen and nuts.
SGT D, the DZ safety and jumpmaster, screamed, “Jumper, you
okay? Jumper, you okay?”
Suspended in a tree, I just yelled, “My nuts,” before a tree branch
broke, and my body fell fifteen feet to the ground.
The Army doctors at the MASH unit thought I might lose a ball.
Thankfully though, both stayed in their sack. Just bruises and a cowboy walk
for a month, no sex for two. But I fucking earned my $150 that month.
In the tactical Psychological Operations Company where I am a
detachment commander, thirty-six of us are “jump hurts,” including the
commander and first sergeant. Both of them are on the first jump stick
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with me. Our jump ride is a small, C-23 Sherpa. Since joining PSYOP,
I’ve jumped from Blackhawks, Chinooks, C-17s, C-130s—but I never
parachuted from Sherpa. It’s nothing but a glorified crop duster.
Only ten soldiers can jump at a time from the Sherpa; it’s all it
can hold. The Sherpa’s so undersized, each soldier will have to duck when
leaving the back hatch, or he’ll smack his head on the top hatch—Kevlar
against metal. An unconscious jumper drifting in air is more than likely
dead. No manipulating direction with the chute’s toggles. No regulating
the rate of descent by pulling on the risers. No managing the body’s landing
onto the drop-zone.
From that jump in March 2009, I don’t remember much. The
jumpmaster gave his commands. The Sherpa’s back hatch opened. I was
third in line behind the commander and first sergeant.
I remember my body dragging on the DZ. I remember the Kevlar
ripping from my head . I remember a flashlight scanning from eye to eye. I
remember an ambulance siren wailing above me. I remember a doctor
saying, “Yeah, he broke his neck.”

• • •
Senior Rater: He has demonstrated his ability to lead a platoon in a combat
zone. Select for promotion ahead of his contemporaries.
•
It’s November 2015, and I’m sitting on a black-padded exam table,
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nervous. I’m always nervous. My wife Angela, dressed in jeans and her
favorite blue, UK sweatshirt, sits in a folding chair to my left. I keep biting
my nails, spitting them onto the floor.
The room is small with the large exam table, two cushioned folding
chairs, a leather-padded swivel chair, a desk, and a hand-wash station with
three attached drawers. They are all packed into a room no bigger than the
size of a one-bedroom college dorm. A stock painting of a lake near the
draw of two green mountains hangs on the wall. The painting is the only
attempt to add some type of aesthetics to the décor.
I spit another nail onto the carpeted floor. “Quit biting your
nails, Chris,” Angela says. “And quit spitting them on the floor.”
“I’m nervous.” Except for Angela and a few other family members,
trust is exceedingly difficult. It’s one of my “stuck points” logged on my
PTSD therapy sheet that I work on with the VA shrink on a weekly basis.
“There’s nothing to be nervous about,” she says.
“You know how these are,” I say. “They see if you’re lying because
they want to fuck you. You know, I’ve always been fucking truthful. Always
been. It’s fucking shit! These comp and pension exams are nothing but a
time to come and play the VA’s stupid, fucking games.”
“Chris, calm down.” She takes a deep breath.
“That’s why I wanted you here too,” I say. “I don’t fucking trust
‘em. They start talking all that medical shit that I don’t understand. But you
understand it.”
Angela—a blond-haired, blue-eyed, Saturday night, high school
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date that developed into a twenty-three-year match—is a nurse practitioner.
Beyond anyone, I trust her. If the doctor tries to mislead me, she’ll catch it.
She can explain the medical terms to me, any jargon that I have difficulty
understanding, words I know the doctor will not take the time to explain.
And most importantly, she’ll call him out if she thinks the doctor is
purposely trying to confuse me.
“It’ll be fine,” she says raspily. I can hear agitation in her voice. I
pestered her to come with me, and in addition to driving the 115 miles to
the exam’s location—my long-distance driving is not too good these days—
she had to take four hours sick leave from work. She’s never sick for work,
and hates using her sick leave. She only uses it for the kids, for when they
are really sick, for when they really need to stay home from school. For our
kids, Patrick and Sophia, now fourteen and eleven, stay-home-from-schoolsick requires fever, vomiting, diarrhea. Unless bedridden, off to school the
kids go, and off to work Angela goes.
“Chill out,” she says curtly. Her eyes widen, and she points a
playful finger in my direction. “It’ll be fine. I swear.”
I bite one last nail, but this time I spit it into my hand. I toss it
into the small plastic garbage basket next to the swivel chair.
When the doctor for the compensation and pension exam comes
into the examination room, he does not introduce himself nor the nurse
that follows him. Immediately, he sits down in the black swivel chair, then
wheels directly in front of me. Blue, buttoned-down shirt, tie, little gray
moustache, stupid grin—I just want to snap his neck. I could snap his neck.
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No fucking manners. The nurse, wearing blue scrubs, stands leaning against
the wash-station, arms folded, foot tapping.
Hastily, he begins asking me questions. “Hi. Do you know why
you’re here?” He doesn’t even address me by name.
“Uh, I’m here for an exam for TBI.”
“Right,” he says. Now, you say this injury was caused by an
airborne jump, correct?” His eyes narrow when he asks me the question. His
implication at my integrity pisses me off.
“Yeah.” I look at Angela. She realizes I’m clenching my fists. She
knows I’m escalating and mouths, Calm.
“About when did this happen?” he asks.
“Jsst. I don’t know,” I say. “You’re asking me ‘bout something that
happened, like, five years ago. Shit, I have trouble remembering stuff from
last week.”
“Well, try to think,” he says.
“Well.” I pick at my bottom lip. “It was before my last deployment
to Iraq, which was 2009. But it was after my second Iraq deployment, which
was 2005.” I look at Angela. “Do you remember when it happened?”
Arms folded, she looks to the doctor from her folded chair. “I
believe it was in the spring of 2009.”
He glances at his notes. “Well, according to your medical records,
it said the injury occurred in March 2009. Does this sound about right?”
I press both palms against my temples and slide them to the back
of my head. I interlock my fingers behind my neck and close my eyes. I’m
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frustrated, bordering on rage. Remember: left palm to chin, right hand to
the back of head, violent twist. Dead fucking doctor. I release my fingers
from my neck and crack the knuckles of the index and middle fingers on
each hand. I breathe in deeply and exhale.
The doctor just stares at me with his stupid grin. “I guess so. I
don’t know.”

• • •
Senior Rater: He has virtually unlimited potential for advanced individual
schooling and for promotion.
•
The doctor shows me a sheet of paper attached to a metal clipboard. “I’m
going to give you a test today. You’ve probably taken this test before,” he
says.
I look at the paper as he holds it up to me. “I don’t know. I am not
sure.”
The test is the Montreal Cognitive Assessment, or MOCA for
short. It’s a one-page, thirty-point assessment exam, and the total time
allotted for the patient to take the test is ten minutes. Doctors use the test as
an assessment instrument to examine patients for early onset of Alzheimer’s
or Parkinson’s. The VA uses the MOCA to examine veterans for Traumatic
Brain Injuries. Ten minutes and the doctor’s notes determines if the VA
believes I suffered a “service connected” TBI during the botched 2009
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parachute jump in Indiana. Ten minutes and his report decides if the U.S.
Department of Veteran Affairs awards me any disability compensation.
“We are going to go through this test together,” he says. “And once
we’re finished, you’ll be done. Sound good?”
“Sure. Sounds good.”
The first test has three parts to assess my Visuospatial and Executive
Functioning. Part one is a sequence of numbers and letters.
“Begin first with one and go to A, then proceed from A and go to
two,” he says.
It’s an order. Move from number to letter, letter to number, then
number to letter. I issued and followed orders for more than twelve years as
an Army officer. Three combat deployments in both Afghanistan and Iraq.
Countless missions. One wrong order—one wrong decision—and someone
dies. And it’s your fault. That weight of worry does not leave once you
return stateside. Every decision becomes life or death. Door locks. Electrical
outlets. Attempting to remember if you ran a red light or not (when you
know you didn’t). Morning traffic to work—cars upon cars, bumper to
bumper. “You need to come out of the sandbox,” a VA shrink once told me
during another twelve-week therapy session for my PTSD. But the sandbox
is where I live most days.
The unnamed doctor gives me a black Parker pen. I remember the
pen, vividly. It’s the same I used to write with at home. Stainless steel cap.
Black, lacquer body. Retails for about $25. I guess I take too long admiring
the pen because the doctor loudly clears his throat to get my attention.
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“Yeah, I got it.” I move the pen from one to A to two, then three
to four, then stop. I think I have already failed. Breathing heavy, I clench my
jaws. The right side of my head begins throbbing. When head pain occurs,
it always originates in the right side.
“Can I start again?” I ask.
“Sure,” he smiles. That stupid grin. Only one violent twist with my
two hands.
I begin talking out loud to myself. “One to A to two, to B, to
three, to four, or is it C?” I stop.
“Fuck!” I grip the pen and stare at the paper. “I don’t know. Fuck.”
I hand him his Parker pen and clipboard back, but he politely gives them
back to me.
“I want you to copy the cube that is drawn on the sheet,” he says.
Part two is an assessment in visuoconstructional skill.
I take the clipboard and pen and copy the three-dimensional cube.
My hand shakes. The cube is not linear or plumb. The lines squiggle to one
another. Brother John, my high school geometry teacher, would definitely
be disappointed. However, I do form a slanting, three-dimensional cubical
house about to collapse—a nice representation of a leaning shithouse.
He stretches his neck sideways to look at the picture. “Okay, I
guess.” He glances back at me. “Now, I want you to draw a clock with
numbers and display the time as ten past eleven.” Using his finger, he points
to the spot on the paper where I should draw the clock. This assessment is
the last part of the first series of the MOCA tests.
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I sketch a wavy contour of a circle. Inside, I make a cross then
pause. Christ died on the cross for our sins. Will my sins ever be forgiven? I’m
staring at the wall. My memory flashes to the Taliban soldier on the ground,
one of my soldiers penned beneath him.
Three of us jump on top of the Afghani. The fight. Fists. Knee
strikes. Elbow strikes. The investigation. When I look at the doctor staring
at me, I realize that I am supposed to be drawing a clock. I quickly shake
my head side to side.
I add four cardinal numbers to the cross: twelve, six, nine, and
three. I stop. Christ died at 3 PM. The Gospel of John says He also hung
on the cross for six hours. The Old Testament states there are twelve tribes
of Israel. Catholic school taught me that 666 is the Devil’s number. The
violence of war demonstrates that each soldier has the capacity to become
the Devil. I know my sins will never be forgiven no matter how many times
I go to confession, no matter how many times I plead for absolution to
Father Joe or Father Jeff.
The doctor stares at me. Angela stares at me. The nurse stares at
me. I sluggishly shake my head back and forth. I am expected to draw a
clock. In pointed arrows to represent hour and minute hands, I write the
time as 10:50. In Iraq, though, I learned all time is relative, Insha’Allah.
Again, I have failed.

• • •
Senior Rater: His work ethic and dedication to mission is not surpassed by
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any other junior officer in the command, and his two combat tours attest
to that fact.
•
The next mini-test is Naming. On the sheet are the shapes of three
animals: a lion, a rhinoceros, and a camel. He takes the pen from my fingers
and points the tip to each of the figures.
“Can you tell me the names of these animals?”
I quickly name each one by touching each figure with my index
finger. “A tiger. A hippopotamus. A giraffe.” Close. Close. Close. The
Naming assessment is a marksmanship test, not the lobbing of a grenade.
The M67 fragmentation grenade has a blast radius of fifteen
meters, a kill radius of five. To throw a grenade, first remove the safety
clip. With the non-throwing hand, remove the grenade’s pull ring while
grasping the grenade and safety lever tightly in the throwing hand. In an
arcing motion, toss the grenade with the throwing hand, ensuring that it
does not strike any obstacles that could deflect or divert the grenade from
intended target. Take cover. A grenade eviscerates a human body.
The doctor twists the clipboard to Angela. She looks at the three
figures and smiles.

• • •
Senior Rater: Unlimited potential. Promote immediately and select early
for the Captain’s Career Course.
•
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Next, the doctor wants to assess memory. He reads a list of five words at
a rate of one word per second, and I have to repeat them back to him at a
rate of one word per second. After a duration of five minutes, he will ask me
to repeat the five words that he originally gave me.
“I’m going to read you a list of five words. I want you to repeat
them back to me, okay?”
“Okay.”
“Face, velvet, church, daisy, red.” He articulates each word very
carefully. “Can you repeat those five words back to me?”
“Face, velvet, church, daisy, red.” I require a little longer than one
second per word, but I repeat all five words back to him, in order. I rub the
right side of my forehead with the palm of my hand. I’m becoming tired,
and the right side of my head still aches.
“In about five minutes, I’m going to ask you to repeat those words
back to me, okay?”
“Okay,” I say. “Good luck with that, Doc.”
Ever since the 2009 jump, Angela and I have gone to a system
of sticky notes and a morning white board. Light blue, dark blue, orange,
yellow, pink, and green sticky notes are scattered around the house.
Medicine amounts. To-do lists. A reminder to pick up Patrick from archery
practice or to take Sophia to soccer practice. The white board has phone
numbers in black permanent marker. Angela’s cell. My cell. Her parents’
and my parents’ home and cell numbers. All the numbers for the three
hospitals that Angela works at. The numbers are not just for the kids,
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they are for me as well. I forget her cell number. I forget my own. I can’t
remember her mom’s home number sometimes, a number I called daily for
six years before we got married. I no longer balance the checkbook or pay
any bills. Simple addition and subtraction are hard without a calculator,
impossible if there are multiple variables. Although I only scored a C in the
class, I took a five-credit hour calculus course as an undergraduate as well
as math courses in statistics and linear equations. But I now have trouble
measuring out portions for a recipe. I forget names of people who I have
met multiple times. I have difficulty reading maps although I was trained
(and was skilled) in land navigation—both on foot and in vehicles. I forget,
at times, to turn off the stove.

• • •
Senior Rater: He is an officer of unimpeachable integrity and a proven
combat leader.
•
The fourth assessment is Attention. This mini-test is comprised of four
parts: forward digit span, backward digit span, vigilance, and serial sevens.
When soldiers are at attention, they must be vigilant, or they will
pass out. Put a slight bend in the knees, because locking the knees will cause
the soldier to become lightheaded and blackout. Collapsing to the ground
in formation is not vigilant; it’s negligent—on part of the soldier and his
commander. Vigilance is especially important when standing in formation
listening to a prosy Colonel talk about his glory days: “No shit, there I was,
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blah, blah, blah.” On an August afternoon in the Fort Benning heat, you
can hum Queen, “And another one gone, and another gone, and another
one bites the dust.” Watch the waffling legs of soldiers as they collapse in
formation. You feel platoon leaders scream Don’t lock the knees, Private while
platoon sergeants, much more brazen, whisper, “Colonel, shut the fuck up.”
For the forward digit span, the doctor reads, “21854.”
I repeat the numbers, but I add a few numbers not in his. He
recites them fast, and I don’t know if his speed is part of the test or not—an
additional measurement ascertaining if I can maintain his pace.
For the backward digit span, the doctor reads, “742.”
“247,” I say, but I do not repeat the numbers fast enough. The test
is timed, and only one second per digit is allowed. I clench both fists.
“But Captain Chris, all time is relative. Insha’Allah.” This is what
the Iraqi colonel said to me when he was twenty minutes late to our security
meeting during my third Middle East deployment. If God wanted him to
be on time, then he would have been on time. However, God willed him
to arrive at the time when he arrived. God willed him to be twenty minutes
late. In my American mind, the colonel pissed me off. In my American
mind, you are never late for a meeting. But time is perceived differently
in Iraq. And by the end of this last combat deployment, the Iraqi colonel
became my close ally. More importantly, he became my intimate friend.
I held his hand and kissed him on both cheeks. We shared meals his wife
cooked in Baghdad, and he drove to the base where we met. We shared
pictures of our children—his two boys and young daughter, my son and
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daughter. On my last day in country, I gave him a two-tone, stainless-steel,
bracelet watch. He gave me a ceramic statue of the Sacred Heart of Jesus. He
was a Sunni Muslim, and where he found it, I have no idea. He could have
been killed by the Sunni death squads for just having the Catholic effigy
in his possession. When I left Iraq, operational security forbade me to ever
contact him again. I do not know if he is alive or dead. The ceramic statue
sits on the desk in my den. When I look at it, I pray, Be alive. Insha’Allah.
For vigilance, I must tap my right leg each time I hear the doctor
say the letter A. He stands to readjust his body on his swivel chair, and then
sits. He begins reading the letters. “F. B. A. C. M.”
“Stop,” I say. “What letter are we doing again?” I rub my right eye.
The pain on the right side of my head pulsates.
“Tap your leg when you hear the letter A, okay?” he says.
He begins reading the letters again. I make it through the whole
test. I do not know how many I missed. Angela thinks I missed two she later
tells me on our way home from the examination.
“I tried following along with him while watching you, but it was
hard at times,” she said.
“No, I know.” We were sitting in her Toyota Highlander on
southbound I-75 with the engine off. Traffic is bumpered—an accident
somewhere in the distance.
“Also,” she said. “In that naming test. How did you confuse a
camel with a giraffe?” She laughed.
“I don’t know. They both have long necks, I suppose.” She just
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laughed harder.
“You know, it was hard for him not to laugh, when he showed me
the clipboard. I don’t know if you saw it or not,” she said.
“No, I didn’t see it.” I guess if you don’t laugh, you’ll cry.
The final attention mini-test is serial sevens. The doctor says,
“Subtract seven from one hundred.”
“Okay,” I say, and I sit quietly on the exam table. The doctor looks
at me and chuckles. I do not understand. I sit on the black-padded table
grasping the number ninety-three in my head, trying not to forget. But
ninety-three is the year I graduated high school, the year I entered college.
It is the year that Angela and I first made love.
The doctor turns right to Angela, and she smiles. Her smile,
though, is not one of laughter. It’s more of empathy. And when the doctor
looks left to the nurse standing at the wash-hand station, she is holding her
left fist up to her mouth, smiling.
He turns center and stares at me in the face. In a matter-of-fact
voice, he abruptly asks, “Well, are you going to tell me the number?”
“You didn’t ask me that.” And the room breaks into soft laughter.
The nurse. The doctor. Even Angela to some degree.
“Keep going,” he says. “Ninety-three. Keep going. I mean, keep
subtracting by seven.” He is smiling that stupid grin.
“Ninety-three. Uh, eighty-six. Seventy-nine. Um, seventy-two.” It
takes time to do the math. Too much time, and I have failed again, because I
am not fast enough. All time is relative, Insha’Allah. “That’s good enough,”
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he says, and writes something on the sheet of paper.

• • •
Senior Rater: CPT Collins is a must select for promotion to Major and
resident attendance at the Command and General Staff School.
•
The next assessment is Language, a measurement of a patient’s ability
in sentence repetition and verbal fluency. For sentence repetition, I am
allocated one point for each correctly repeated sentence, but each sentence
must be repeated in its entirety without any mistakes. I am a writer and a
poet. I already have two Master’s degrees. I’ve written two Master’s theses—
one analytical, one creative. I am good with language, good with its rhythms
and pulses, good with its sonic mechanisms and rhetorical schemes. This
assessment should be simple. Finally, an uncomplicated test. He reads the
first sentence.
“I only know that John is the one to help today.” He reads
deliberately and noticeably, articulating each word.
I repeat, “I only know that John is the one to help today.” When I
look over to Angela, she shakes her head in acknowledgement. I smile. He
pauses, makes a notation on the clipboard with his Parker pen, and reads
the next sentence.
“The cat always hid under the couch when the dogs were in the
room.”
Angela later informed me my eyes furrowed when the doctor read
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this one. I repeat, “The cats always hid under the coach when the kids where
in the room.” The doctor pauses longer this time after he watches me repeat
the sentence, recording a few more notes on the clipboard.
As I look to Angela sitting in the folded chair to my left, she
slowly shakes her head side to side. I’ve failed again. Cats, coach, kids. Coup
contrecoup concussion. It must be the cacophony of the “k’s” of the second
sentence. We have a dog, Odie, a Lab/Hound mix at home, a rescue from
a Hazard, Kentucky kill shelter. But I do not know what happened to the
dogs of the original sentence. And I do not know how a couch turned into
a coach. The only thing I can reason is that some words were not aural
enough for my mind to seize the musicality of the sentence.
For the verbal fluency test, I must repeat, in one minute, the most
words I can think of that begin with the letter F.
“Can I use cuss words?” I ask.
“Yes,” the doctor smiles. I shoot a quick side glance at Angela, and
she rolls her eyes.
“Go.”
“Fuck, finger, fruit...” My hands clench again. “Fruit-fly.
Refrigerator.” I start cracking the knuckles on both hands. “Frozen. Frigid.
Fucker. Did I say fuck?”
I cannot think of any more words. I sit on the black-padded patient
table staring at the wall. I must have more than eleven words in one minute.
I think I have failed again. I swivel my head to Angela, to the doctor, to
the nurse. “Fuck!” I yell, and punch the table with my right fist. I can only
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think of eight, and of the eight, only five count. Fruit-fly, refrigerator, and
fucker are discarded. Compound words, suffixes, and prefixes are rejected
when the MOCA assesses verbal fluency.
The doctor swivels right in his chair to Angela. “It’s harder than
you think when you are put on the spot.” She just shakes her head in sad
agreement.

• • •
Senior Rater: He is a stalwart officer, self-driven, who ensures his soldiers
routinely exceed the standards in all areas.
•
The next assessment is Abstraction. I’m to explain the commonality
between pairs of words. I am given two pairs of words to explain their
similarity.
In classical rhetorical training, comparison was one of the
progymnasmata, a series of fourteen rhetorical assignments that trained
young boys to become future philosophers, politicians, lawyers. Of the
fourteen assignments rising in complexity, comparison was the tenth.
Students explored comparative virtues and inadequacies between two
people or objects.
The doctor asks, “How are a train and a bicycle are alike?”
“They both have wheels,” I say. But a train and a bicycle are also
modes of transportation, an abstraction beyond the mere concreteness of
wheels. If I had more time than mere seconds to ponder the speculative
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concept of trains and bicycles, I would have discerned and provided a more
thoughtful answer.
He asks me, “How are a watch and a ruler alike?”
“They both measure time,” I say. But time, I think, is the wrong
answer. A watch measures time, but does a ruler? Both devices have numbers,
yes. How, though, can a ruler measure time? I think numbers is the answer
he wanted. But what is abstract about numbers on a watch, on a ruler? I
press both palms against my temples and hang my head. I do not know
what answer he wants. I cannot visualize the correct conceptualization of
similarity between watch and ruler. Possibly, with more time I would have
discovered the answer he needed.
“But Captain Chris, all time is relative. Insha’Allah.”

• • •
Senior Rater: He should absolutely be promoted to Major ahead of his peers
and selected for PSYOP company command.
•
I use my thumbs to rub my temples. The doctor says, “Chris, we only have
a few more tests to do, okay.” It’s the first time he’s used my name. I look up
at him, take a deep breath. It’s also the first time that I do not feel an urge
to break his neck.
The next assessment is Delayed Recall. It’s time to remember the
five words from memory. I’m allocated one point for each word recalled
without the doctor giving me any cues.
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“Can you remember the five words I gave you a few minutes ago?”
he asks.
“Yellow. Daisy.” These two words are the only ones I say to the
doctor, the only two I remember. However, only one word matches the five
he gave—daisy. Twenty percent correct. Another failure.
The daisy flower is actually a perennial weed that grows wild in
Kentucky bluegrass. The word daisy sticks with me because my daughter
Sophia loved picking the yellow flower heads with white petals from our
backyard in the summer. When she was a toddler, she’d gather handfuls,
bring them into the house, give them to Angela saying, “Pretty.” As best she
could, Angela would take the daisies, stick them into a small whiskey glass
filled with water, and place it on the dining room table. For a few nights,
the flower heads would buoy in the rocks glass as we ate dinner, floating
reminders of a daughter’s love.
The doctor sets the clipboard down. He rubs his hands together.
“Chris, we are at the last assessment. You ready?”
“Sure, Doc. Drive on.” The last assessment is Orientation. He
wants to know if I know these: Date, month, year, day, place, and city. He
pauses, stares into my eyes after he asks the question. I look down at the
digital watch on my left wrist. I start reading. The doctor and Angela start
laughing. Even the nurse laughs. I don’t understand the joke.
“Chris,” the doctor says, “you can’t look at your watch.”
A surge of nervous anger clenches my fists. “But you fuckin’ didn’t
tell me that!” I raise both hands in the air as a little bit of spit escapes my
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mouth. Their laughter is not funny. My mistakes are not funny. What is
happening with me—the headaches, the forgetfulness, the loss of words
when writing, when speaking—is not funny.
“Chris, do you know where you are?” Date, month, year, and day
are voided from the assessment. Those questions I have failed.
“Yeah. I am in your office, in some building, somewhere in
Dayton, Ohio. Is that fucking good enough?” The rage is back. I pick the
nail of my right index finger with my left thumb.
“Yes, that’s good enough. We’re all done. The nurse will show you
out.”
There is no, “Thank you.” There is no hand shake. There is no
pleasantry from the doctor, no simple, “Have a safe drive home.” He rises
from his swivel chair with his clipboard, file folder, and pen, turns slightly
left, and exits the door of the examination room. The nurse says, “This way
please,” holding her left hand toward the door. Her polite remark of “please”
is really the only appearance of kindness that Angela or I receive during the
entire compensation and pension exam process.
I look at Angela, and she shrugs her shoulders. Using both hands,
I push myself off the exam table. And taking Angela’s left hand into mine,
we walk out of the office.

• • •
Senior Rater: Outstanding performance in this rating period. He is a
fine young officer that should be groomed for the most challenging of
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assignments.
•
Five weeks and four days later, it’s Christmas Eve. The Department of
Veteran’s Affairs has sent me a present. They’ve rendered their decision
concerning whether or not I suffered a traumatic brain injury from the
2009 airborne operation. They’ve determined whether or not I will be
awarded any disability compensation.
Although the examiner noted that I do possess cognitive problems
and headaches, there is no objective evidence that the patient suffered a
traumatic brain injury. There is no medical documentation of a concussion.
There is no medical documentation of cognitive problems. There is no
evidence of loss of consciousness. And there is no evidence of alteration of
consciousness.
Although my VA medical records indicate brain injury. Although
my VA medical records indicate memory disturbance. Although I went
through a twelve-week course through the VA to retrain my brain on how
to process and remember information. Although I went to the VA physical
therapists because of my gait instability, being strapped into a harness as
I watched a screen move side-to-side, up and down, there is no objective
evidence of a traumatic brain injury.
However, I can appeal the decision. But I only have a year. “If you
do not start your appeal on time, our decision will become final,” the VA
stipulates. Unless I can provide new evidence or somehow show that the VA
that the examiner is wrong, I am out of time.
“But Captain Chris, all time is relative. Insha’Allah.”
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McKenzie Zalopany

Would You Rather Die and Go
to Heaven or Nothingness?
I want to eat Chinese on my comforter & masturbate without my dad
yelling from the other room for Kikkoman because, “fuck packets.”
There’s so many ghosts in so many rooms who lived judge-y,
died,

judged,

& now I’ve got to die,

& be judged

by some more men
at the pearly gates or by a goat man.
Let me walk to a grave & see the day I was born engraved
on a soap bar,

win $100 bucks,

have sex with a man & not cry

to I Dreamed a Dream on the drive home.
People who talk about how time is a construct are the worst but not wrong.
Sometimes I lay in bed & count my heart beats like I was in a saddle counting strides,
One,

two,		

three,		

jump.

I want to stop fucking in cemeteries but I like a body on top & a body
below. Help me understand people who find it calming to know their loved ones are always
watching.
I stopped to pet a dog & screamed, “What did you do to deserve this life you hateful bitch.”
So now when I die I want to be an object just in spite.
			
					

Maybe I’ll be the rice that’s stuck in my bra
it’s hard & salty,

& will be flicked into the abyss,
			

which might be a little on the nose.
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Mark Steinwachs

Paradise Never Lasts

H

eck had returned from lunch near the courthouse and was drafting a will in his office at 1 Sarasota Tower when he heard a voice in

the hall, boisterous as a man ordering drinks after last call.
“You can’t go in there,” his assistant said from the other side of the
door. “You need an appointment.”
The paneled door opened, and Loudon strode into the room with
Heck’s assistant close behind.
“I couldn’t stop him, Mr. Hilbrand. He’s not on the schedule.”
“I’m always on the schedule.”
Heck turned his legal pad over, and Loudon dropped into a tufted
leather chair.
“It’s all right, Pete, I have a minute. Take a seat, Loudon.”
For anyone else, Heck would have added, “Make yourself at
home,” but Loudon Potter Townsend was not anyone. He was the man
for whom, nine years before, Heck had scuttled his life and abandoned his
career. Like an athlete past his prime, Loudon was thicker at the waist but
with the same insolent grin, his hair windblown as though he had been
sailing all morning, navy shorts embroidered with lobsters, loafers supple as
bedroom slippers. He could dress like a man of no consequence because he
had always been and would always be rich.
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“What can I do for you?” Heck asked.
“So this is where the magic happens, where cases are made and
writs are written?”
“In a manner of speaking.”
“I tried calling.”
“I’ve been busy.” Heck shrugged his right shoulder. “You know
how it goes.”
“Not necessarily.”
Though he served on several boards and committees, Loudon had
not been employed since a brief stint with Lehman in 1996. When Heck
had seen him last, he was investing in foreign markets and, in his words,
pursuing personal interests.
“I’ve come to apologize, Heck.”
“For what exactly?”
“For being the man I used to be. I’ve been making some changes
lately— not drinking as much, not bouncing from one man to the next. I
bought a place in Southampton and sold the rest. I’m putting down roots
and changing my act. Since the old man passed, I’ve been working the
twelve steps.”
Heck leaned forward as though his jacket were weighted at the
pockets.
“Which one is this?” he asked.
“Making amends— seven or eight. I’m having trouble with accepting a higher power.”
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“I was sorry to hear about your father.”
“You were the only one he ever asked about. What happened with
the lawyer? He always wanted to know.”
“You’re looking at it.” Heck raised his hands to indicate the modest office with its framed degrees and stacks of books, dark paneled walls,
and hand-knotted carpet. The partner’s desk had belonged to his favorite
judge, Henry Friendly, the finest never to have been appointed to the Supreme Court, cluttered with paper clips and bank statements, binders and
folders and printed precedents.
“It’s nice,” Loudon said, “charming almost.”
“It’s no Hogan Sterling.”
“They wouldn’t take you back?”
Heck shook his head.
“Your father warned me, but I wouldn’t listen.”
The last time Heck had seen Mr. Potter Townsend, the old man
had grabbed his arm, his eyes lashless and stern. “Once you step out of
bounds,” the old man had said, “there’s no getting back in the game. Don’t
get me wrong. I love my son, but I know precisely how far to trust him.”
“So no Polk and Bartlett?” Loudon asked. “No Milbank and
Plimpton?”
“Three years without working, and no one would take me in.”
Heck had knocked around Boston for a time, then dated an antiques dealer in Charleston before moving to Sarasota to care for his mother,
who died several years later. Now, he was running the will and trust division
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at Parker Harriman, protecting gay and lesbian clients in ways the federal
government and Florida Constitution could not legally deny them.
“Do you miss the big time?”
“Every so often,” Heck said, “but I gave up those ambitions.”
“Gave them up for me, you mean.”
“I understood the risks. My eyes were open.”
Loudon studied Heck’s books as though assessing his selections.
“It was fun while it lasted, though, wasn’t it, Heck? Remember the
first time we met at that house party on Martha’s Vineyard with that girl,
what was her name again?”
“Polly Popham.”
“Whatever happened to her?”
“I don’t know,” Heck said. “We haven’t spoken in years.”
“You were sitting at that empty table by the band, looking bored
and handsome, and I came over and said, ‘Where do you suppose they keep
the good gin?’ Then I took your hand and dragged you through that tacky
mansion in search of some.”
Heck could feel the old pull like a wave towing him under, Loudon brazen and entitled, rummaging through cabinets and desk drawers
while Heck guarded the door, heart hammering in his chest, convinced they
would be discovered and thrown out. He had never been chosen before,
never plucked from the crowd and swept into an estate with Warhols close
enough to touch, the Academy Award for Best Adapted Screenplay propped
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between Michener’s Hawaii and Uris’s Exodus. He stared at the gleaming
statuette as Loudon dry-humped him against the wall and kissed the hollow
of his neck.
Loudon set down a glass paperweight and picked up the framed
letter from Theodore Roosevelt to Louis Brandeis he had given to Heck one
Christmas.
“I’m glad you haven’t sold this.”
“It’s the nicest thing I own,” Heck said, “maybe second-nicest.”
He raised his left sleeve to reveal the platinum watch with the
narrow black band and gleaming rectangular face that he had seen one afternoon in Boucheron and which Loudon had purchased the next morning
in secret.
“I gave it to you over dinner,” Loudon said, “and you told me to
return it.”
“It was too much. I never asked you to buy it.”
“That was the point. Everyone else was always asking for something— money, favors, access— pressuring me into agreements, guilting me
into some harebrained investment. But not you, Heck. You never pushed
me like that.”
“I should have pushed you in other ways.”
“It wouldn’t have worked.”
“You never know. Things might have been different.”
“I was too far gone, too determined to visit every dark room and
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bath house. No place was too seedy, no trade was too rough. Remember
that club in Amsterdam, those men in Berlin?”
“I remember everything.”
In the beginning, they had visited these places together, following
men into steam rooms, fucking strangers in slings, traversing concrete floors
slick with cum, but within months, Heck was sleeping alone in hotel suites,
waking most nights to Loudon fumbling with the lock, drawing murderous
sounds from the throats of young tricks on the couch while Heck pretended to sleep. In Barcelona, Heck turned on his bedside lamp to find a man
looming over him, tattoos like razor wire, hands rough from plaster work,
his face too handsome to resist. In Berlin, Loudon shook him awake, pointed to two leather-clad behemoths and asked, “Do you wish to partake?”
The next morning, their passports were missing along with nine thousand
dollars in cash.
Heck pushed his chair back and looked out the window at the lot
where the John Ringling Hotel had recently been flattened, nothing but
rubble and sand. When he first moved to Sarasota, a circus performer had
walked a high wire between the hotel and the Watergate without harness or
safety net. Loudon leaned over the edge of the desk.
“I shouldn’t have taken you to those places, Heck. I shouldn’t have
kept going when you asked me to stop. I should have known you were
enough. You were always enough.”
“That’s nice to hear, but you needed nine years to figure that out?”
Heck squeezed his watch band, which sometimes stuck to his wrist. “What
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happened? Do the boys require more than drinks to come up to your
room?”
“You’re not making this easy.”
“That depends what this is exactly.”
“This is me asking for another chance. I was only happy with you,
Heck. No one else matters when I look back. Those cities and clubs and
men were only distractions. I took forever to realize the obvious, yes, but I
want to be with you again.”
Loudon took hold of his arm, and Heck’s heart began racing, his
ears ringing as though some distant alarm were sounding. He concentrated
on slowing his pulse. Nine years he had been hoping Loudon would appear
with an improbable overture, some reckless declaration, never once considering what he would tell him.
“I’m seeing someone,” Heck confessed.
“You mean this man?”
Loudon gestured like opposing counsel to a tarnished silver frame
on the windowsill— a middle-aged man on the grounds of the Biltmore,
red-haired, broad-shouldered, grinning, the former Longhorns lineman
who kissed Heck in the morning and texted every afternoon to see how he
was doing.
“His name is Benjamin.” Heck felt he was betraying him, merely
saying his name.
“The devoted boyfriend?”
“Most of the time.”
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Sometimes Ben walked Lido Beach in the evening and came back
with vague explanations. Sometimes he clapped his laptop shut or turned
over his cell phone when Heck unexpectedly entered the room. Heck knew
he was up to something when he left the house in a ball cap and showered
immediately upon returning.
“Are you domestic partnered?” Loudon asked.
“We are not.”
“Will you ever?”
“I doubt it.”
Loudon turned the silver frame on its face.
“Sounds like trouble in paradise.”
“Paradise never lasts,” Heck said. “You taught me that.”
“So what do you have in its place— a historic bungalow west of
the Trail, some little dog to care for?”
“You’re not far off.”
The dog’s name was Dexter. He slept at Heck’s feet and shuddered
in dreams as though rooting out squirrels. His picture slipped into the cards
at Christmas. Dexter with sleigh bells. Dexter with antlers. Dexter in Santa
hat. Loudon had a talent for making the smallest things seem laughable in
his presence.
“The house in the Hamptons is right on the water,” Loudon said,
“ideal for dogs and watching leaves change and going outside without burning. When was the last time you took a vacation?”
“Two years ago. I had a heart attack and was compelled to take a
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break.”
“How are things now?”
“Better, I guess. I exercise more and don’t drink as much.”
“You look as good as the day we met.”
“I’m not sure about that.”
Heck buttoned his jacket over the bulge at his waist, and Loudon
touched his shoulder.
“What do you say we get out of here? I’m in the presidential suite
at the Ritz. It’s right across the street.”
“I have this will to write,” Heck said. “I have meetings all afternoon.”
“Cancel them.”
“I’m already behind, but I appreciate your coming.”
Heck stood to shake his hand, and Loudon grabbed his waist,
sliding his thumb down the bumps in his spine, brushing his lips against
his throat. Nine years and two months, and he had not forgotten what
Heck liked— the open mouth at the neck, the wide hand at his chest. Heck
closed his eyes and was back in the finest rooms in Europe, upholstered
chairs heaped with clothes, empty bottles clinking on lacquered tables,
sheets creased with the shameless things they had done to each other, the
dank smell of room service on the floor.
“Let’s go to my place.” Loudon’s voice was low and compelling.
“We can start over again, do things right this time.”
“It’s too late for that.”
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“It’s never too late. Not as long as we’re breathing.” Loudon
pressed his groin against him, and Heck’s legs began trembling. “It’s still the
same,” he said. “It’s been waiting.”
Heck steadied himself against the sharp edge of the desk.
“I have these obligations, these wills and meetings.”
“I never took you for a coward, Hilbrand.”
“I’m not a coward. But how many times can a man demolish his
life and expect to build it back again?”
“I don’t know,” Loudon said. “I’ve been asking myself the same
question.”
The gloom in Loudon’s voice surprised him. It had been the same
on a winter night in Boston when they were first dating and Loudon confessed that, because every option was available to him, he was incapable
of making a single lasting decision. He was like a boat adrift in the ocean.
Heck imagined them together at sea on a beautiful schooner, drinking
champagne with nothing to anchor them, at the mercy of the wind, Loudon’s nostrils crusted with cocaine.
“I’m sorry,” Heck said, extending his hand.
“I’m not here for the handshake.”
“It’s all I can offer.”
“Spare me the prep school manners,” Loudon said. “I want the
guy who would fuck at a moment’s notice, who gave with all his heart.”
“You left him in Europe.”
The paneled door opened, and Heck’s assistant poked his head
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into the office.
“Pardon the interruption, but Mr. Weinstein wants to move your
meeting to three o’clock.”
Heck touched the silver picture frame, its plush velvet backing.
“That would be fine,” he said, his voice cracking.
“I should get going.” Loudon looked down at his shorts as though
they embarrassed him. “You know where to find me should you change
your mind.”
“The Ritz Carlton,” Heck said. “Or somewhere in the Hamptons.”
Loudon nodded as though agreeing to something— to never stop
waiting, Heck imagined, or never stop wondering what might have been.
He went out the door, loafers scuffed at the heels, and was gone. Heck’s assistant pulled the latch into the strike plate behind him, and Heck was alone
with his work and books, the overturned picture frame. He sat down to the
letter he had been reading from a client writing his will for the first time, his
eyes tripping over the graceful handwriting, passing each line several times:
Here’s the list of assets, the life insurance, the Morgan Stanley account,
the cars, the boat, the house on Roberts Point, everything in my name and
owned outright. It all goes to Brandon, of course. Only, I have one small request.
I understand this is a legal document, but is there a way to put in writing how
much I cared for him and how much he meant?
Heck unfastened the watch Loudon had given him and marked
the time on the last blue line of his billing ledger: 1:46. On a yellow legal
pad he wrote: The best times were with him, they could only have been with
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him, waking beside him each morning, our bodies touching, it’s all that matters
in the end, it’s all that lasts . . .
Heck’s heart felt tight in his chest. He took a shallow breath and
set down his pen—not wanting to keep going, not wanting to note that he
had stopped.
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Amie Irwin

tertial
we buried the bird so the earth would eat
the flesh. remember—how we found the body whole—woundless
but struck. we buried the bird to measure our patience
for bones. we planned to dig them up in time. we do not know
it’s kind. yellow. not finch. we buried the bird
to steep the question of wuther of yield. two women—
soil overturned with our fingers—pressed seed,
lung sliver. can I breath when you hover your cleft
				
so close to this hill?
we buried the bird to remake the shape
of the seen, to see what desire transfigures. the gather unspools
the gleam. auxiliaries and secondaries—feathers
can’t guard the unfleshing. the tertials, closest to its body
already spreading—we bury the bird to hold it
in the home of our throats. each of us
coupled
already. we do not know
our kind
or what mercy
we might need—
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Henry Goldkamp

Rut

Y

ou are impossible. Everything I possibly could—the hotel telephone
cord a beige knot on the thick of my door knob, my room’s shower

left running, myself scouring each night before this one in lieu of savage
prayer—short-circuits on the thought of your body’s skin. Me me me: I
practice a throaty selfishness. I’ve since blocked mine with other bodies,
men and women from discos, explaining I was a priestess years ago, my silly
pickup line. You insulted my insulation—I wore those jokers like furs both
real and faux, depending on the occasion. You merely hibernated inside me,
sleepy, likely smiling. I shed them as you woke, stretched, scratching the
door of my teeth like some whimpering bitch. Still, I haven’t spoken your
name. I don’t believe in bribing the poor air to hang you. I swallow.

After our split, I naturally changed my approach, ticking the usual boxes:
move west, marry twice, have a nameless son who stares into screens as if
holding outer space. Two yellow wedding bands served as unholy talismans
to ward you away with, two little Indian merchants filling my head with
chintzy trinkets commemorating our war. My take on spring cleaning
involves burning the ranch house down, smoking out the goldfish and the
fine china from my first father-in-law. At the very least, my fantasies.
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I never expected to speak with you—to be alone with you—ever again.
Eleven years shed like good skin, and you’ve caught me in the hotel
bathroom at Bernard’s wedding. You’ve broken a rule—the door clearly
states WOMEN. Or is this simply appropriate, those roles we blossomed
out in the bedroom? I threw away my strap-on with the eggshells and
pepper stems that morning you left me.
Hours ago, I’d gifted my son Mouse Trap and Guess Who?, giving Santa
all the credit. I’ve no idea if these excited him, though I am grateful he said
thank you. Rinsing my hands in this sink of fancy glass, I reprimanded you
—Let’s make this evening as uneventful as possible, shall we?—and shook off
any excess water. I’m giving off fumes—I want to flick your face into a card.
I want you trapped in a red cage. My fumes blur my image in the floor-toceiling mirror. I despise champagne.
You were buzzed, had ants in your pants needing a breath of fresh air. No,
no—yellow jackets. You sting, blister; you act like you haven’t had a tongue
in your ass since.
Big deal!

I politely clacked like hell to the shrimp fettuccine and worried at my lack of
appetite. Your hair had grown long and unkempt, resting on the shoulders
of that beautiful mohair suit. My thoughts were hot like a spotlight, circling
a skull ceiling. Heat crept into my skeleton frame. The shrimp were sautéed

92

•

Henry Goldkamp

to rubber. My singular bulb of ideas frays into light threadbare, a tiny rattle.
My life gives off a dull glow. I dab the gasoline from the corners of my tight
lips. Do not disturb, do not ask the front desk for my room number: Two
negatives make a positive. Already my sweet tooth begins its boil, a craver
of vanilla—only in the base sense of that it is to be drenched by me, my
chocolate.

I skip the tiramisu and float through the lobby. That night, you burn
down the door to my sleep. You carry a mop bucket and cigarette like a
madwoman offering to clean up her accidental mess. When a drunken
loud-mouth ashes his cigarette onto a toddler, the apology is still sincere!
Ha! I wake to you tapping. Of course you can come in.

Even your mumbling is eloquent. You want me to shave you, pull my
panties up your legs, study the rug burns on your tan knees until you pass
out. Is there another version of myself that does not oblige?

I’m sitting on thin carpet and tile, the threshold of the door between my
straight legs. This is the lullaby, the death of my heart—wet hair soaking into
a stiff pillow and dawn peeping around the blackout drapes. A coffeemaker
burbles over I-55, wanton. The tin of Vaseline holds the impression of my
first and second fingers. I’m jelly and staring. The fluorescent bathroom
light showcases this, your masterpiece, me me me.
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